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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Hands in the air! Back against the wall!” 
 
    Leo Ashworth looked up from sweeping the floor to see Loki Severson pointing a huge rifle at him. 
 
    Does he even know how to shoot that thing? Leo wondered. Loki was waving the gun around wildly, with a half-crazed look in his eyes, his finger nowhere near the trigger. But even though Loki was behaving bizarrely, Leo knew better than to think Loki didn’t know how to use the gun. He’s noble born. He’ll have been trained in all the fine “gentlemanly” arts. Like how to shoot a rifle. 
 
    With a weary sigh, Leo leaned the broom against the wall, using slow, careful movements so as not to alarm Loki. It didn’t matter how well Leo was cooperating. If Loki suspected for even a split-second that Leo might turn on him, Loki would shoot first and ask questions later. That’s the way most of the Gilt Hollow nobles acted. 
 
    “Don’t try any funny business!” Loki yelled. Leo detected a slight shake in the man’s voice, a marked change from the usual confident swagger with which he spoke. 
 
    He’s scared. And why wouldn’t he be? 
 
    Gilt Hollow had, to put it mildly, fallen into chaos. A few days ago, at a large Shifter Games event, a secret poison had killed off most of the Gilt Hollow soldiers and guards. Gilt Hollow had been devastated, and had attacked the nearby shifter town of Bear Hollow in a fit of rage. The only problem was that, without soldiers, Gilt Hollow’s raid hadn’t gone so well. For the first time ever, the Bear Hollow shifters had beaten back an attack by Gilt Hollow. The event had been historical: Gilt Hollow was populated with full humans who had done everything they could to oppress shifters for hundreds of years. But now, the shifters had stood up and said enough was enough.  
 
    Leo, a bear shifter forced for decades to live in Gilt Hollow, had expected backlash. He had known it was only a matter of time before an angry Gilt Hollow noble came around waving a gun in his face. He was only surprised it hadn’t happened sooner.  
 
    Leo had contemplated trying to escape from Gilt Hollow in the midst of all the chaos. He might have been able to pull it off, and the idea of finally being a free man again was almost too tempting to resist. But he had stayed, as had most of the other shifters, because the Bear Hollow shifters needed shifters they could trust inside of Gilt Hollow. Leo was sacrificing his freedom in the short term in hopes that he could help fight the Gilt Hollow oppression from within, and help achieve permanent freedom. 
 
    He just hoped he wasn’t going to get killed in the process.  
 
    “Move!” Loki said. “Now.” Loki pushed against Leo’s side with the rifle’s muzzle, and Leo started walking without hesitation. He had to trust that Loki was too chicken to actually shoot him, and stay as calm as possible. The shifter resistance was depending on him.  
 
    Loki forced Leo to walk out of the Seversons’ giant house and down the path that led to the Arena. The Arena was where the Shifter Games took place. The Gilt Hollow nobles had for decades forced shifters to fight in a ring against wild animals, all for the entertainment of the Gilt Hollow citizens. But now, the Games were unlikely to continue. Gilt Hollow had lost control of most of the shifters, and the tragedy of so many soldiers dying at the last Games event had put a permanent cloud over the Arena.  
 
    So why was Loki forcing Leo to walk to the Arena? 
 
    Leo stayed alert as he followed the path. He’d walked this path hundreds of times in his two decades as a guard. Unlike most of the shifters in Gilt Hollow, Leo wasn’t here as one of the shifter competitors in the Shifter Games. He had worked as a guard for the Severson noble house, which had given him inside knowledge of how the noble houses worked. That knowledge might be valuable as the shifter revolution ramped up over the next few weeks. 
 
    Or it might not matter. Perhaps the Gilt Hollow nobles would kill off all the shifters in Gilt Hollow out of anger. Leo had made peace with this possibility. Better to die fighting the Gilt Hollow regime than to spend the entire rest of his life acting as their slave. 
 
    “Move it!” Loki snarled again, even though Leo had been moving at a steady pace. Leo made no response, other than to walk a bit faster. They were walking into the Arena now, and Loki started directing Leo down the hallways with sharply spoken directions.  
 
    “Left here. Right at the next hallway. Left again.” 
 
    Leo hadn’t spent much time in this part of the Arena, but it still didn’t take long for him to figure out where Loki was taking him. 
 
    The wild animal cages! Is he going to make me fight with one of the animals back here by the cages? 
 
    But it turned out that wasn’t what Loki had in mind. When Leo stepped into the room where the cages were located, he saw that all of the wild animals were gone. All of the bears, wolves, lions, and other full animals that the shifters had been forced to fight during the Shifter Games used to be kept back here in long rows of cages. But now, the animals had disappeared and the cages were full of shifters instead. All along the perimeter of the cages, Gilt Hollow men stood guard, holding huge guns at the ready. 
 
    “What the hell?” Leo said aloud before he could stop himself. Loki only laughed as Leo stood there taking it all in. Otto and Kate, the leaders of the Gilt Hollow shifter resistance, were in the cages nearest to Leo, but the other cages were filled as well. Leo knew almost all of these shifters by name, and they all looked back at him with sad eyes. 
 
    “This is what happens when you shifters try to take over,” Loki said with a sneer. “We have to remind you that you’re nothing more than animals. Get in that empty cage to your left.” 
 
    Anger rose in Leo like an erupting volcano, and for half a heartbeat he considered turning around and throwing a huge punch in Loki’s face. He could probably overpower Loki and kill him before Loki even had time to react, but then the other Gilt Hollow men would shoot him down. In the end, Leo would give his life for no real gain. Even though Loki was a nobleman’s son, killing Loki wasn’t likely to do much good for the shifters. If Leo wanted to sacrifice his life, he was sure he’d have plenty of chances to do it over the next few weeks—chances where he could do more damage to Gilt Hollow then taking out one measly noble. 
 
    And so Leo stuffed down his anger and stepped into the cage without a word. Loki let out a long, evil laugh, and waved his gun around some more. Leo was surprised he hadn’t accidentally shot anyone at this point, with the way he was handling that gun. 
 
    “You fools thought you could bring down Gilt Hollow, but you were wrong! Look at all of you now, caged up like the animals you are. Pathetic. You’re lucky Emperor Eastmore has forbidden me from killing any of you yet. Otherwise I’d end all of you right now. What a waste of space. Have fun rotting in those cages.” 
 
    And with that, Loki turned and sauntered out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Leo stared at the door for a few moments, trying to process everything that had just happened. One moment he’d been sweeping the floor in the Seversons’ estate. The next, he’d been marching along at gunpoint. Now, he was trapped in a cage, surrounded by Gilt Hollow men who, the Emperor’s orders notwithstanding, he was sure would shoot him if he managed to escape this cage. 
 
    I’m in a cage. Just like an animal. But I’m not an animal. I have a shifter side, yes, but I’m still human! 
 
    Leo knew none of the Gilt Hollow citizens saw him that way. To them, he was a monster to be feared and caged. They would never see him as their equal. Leo clenched his fists and flexed his biceps. His strength had been exploited by the Seversons who had forced him to be a guard. He’d kept his head low and done what they’d asked all these years, because they would have harmed his parents and brother back in Bear Hollow if he’d rebelled. But now, all of the shifters were rebelling. And they would not stop rebelling until they were free.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Otto spoke from the next cage over, his voice a low whisper. Leo turned to look at him, realizing for the first time that he was in the cage right next to his close friend. Thank goodness for that, at least. Otto would be just as eager as Leo to plan out an escape.  
 
    “I’m fine. Just pissed. Do you have any idea what they’re planning to do with us?” 
 
    Otto shrugged. “Not exactly. But I’ve heard some of the guards talking about the nobles using us for blackmail somehow. My guess is that they think they can scare everyone in Bear Hollow back into submission by threatening to kill us if everyone doesn’t fall in line.” 
 
    Leo snorted. “That will never work. Everyone in Bear Hollow knows that we would rather die than let Gilt Hollow win this war.” 
 
    Otto looked a little less sure. “I hope you’re right. But I worry that there are still too many people in Bear Hollow who don’t think any shifters losing their lives is worth it.” 
 
    “Hey!” one of the guards yelled, breaking into their conversation. “Keep it down over there. No talking amongst yourselves.” 
 
    Otto rolled his eyes, and lowered his voice so much that his whisper was barely audible even to Leo, who had super-good hearing thanks to his bear genes. “That guy is the worst of all of them. I guess being promoted to guard went to his head, and he thinks he’s as powerful as the Emperor now.” 
 
    Leo looked over at the guard, who was pacing back and forth down the long room of cages. Since nearly all of the guards and soldiers had been poisoned at the Shifter Games a few days ago, these guards were all new to the job. Leo doubted they had much experience with guns or fighting, but they seemed to handle the “swagger” part of the job quite well.  
 
    “Let him boast,” Leo whispered. “We’ll have the last laugh in the end. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    But despite Leo’s brave words, the last thing he felt like doing right now was laughing. He lay down on the hard floor of his cage and struggled to keep the despair and loneliness from washing over him. Would this be how his life ended? As a prisoner in a Gilt Hollow cage? 
 
    Leo hoped not. He’d spent far too much of his life as a slave to these bastards. He was ready to be free. To live his own life the way he saw fit. Perhaps even to love. 
 
    He refused to let go of the hope that all of that was still possible. One thing he knew for certain: he was going to have all of those things or die trying.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “My Lady, I really must protest. Security is not what it once was in Gilt Hollow, with all of the soldiers and guards dead. The safest place for you is inside the palace.” 
 
    Isadora Eastmore, daughter of Emperor Eastmore and better known as Princess Isa, glared at her guard. He was one of the few security guards in Gilt Hollow who had not been poisoned, and he had been insufferably vigilant ever since the poisoning incident. Isa constantly felt like he was smothering her. 
 
    “You know I’m not the kind of person who can sit still, cooped up inside. I want to get out and see how things are in the city.” 
 
    “I can tell you how things are. Chaotic.” The guard was careful to keep his voice respectful, but Isa could detect the underlying note of frustration. He’d been arguing with Isa for two days that she should wait until things settled to venture out of the palace, and perhaps a more reasonable princess would have agreed. Things were chaotic out there. 
 
    But Isa had never been the reasonable type, and she couldn’t stand to sit here one moment longer, wondering how the shifters were being treated. 
 
    “I’m going to see the chaos for myself. The royal family has a responsibility to stay personally informed on everything going on in Gilt Hollow.” 
 
    The guard sighed. “Your father has kept himself informed. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “Nope,” Isa said, already pulling on her glittering wool cape. The temperature today was again colder than normal, and although the walk to the Arena wasn’t too long, the last thing Isa needed was to catch a chill and get sick. If she came down with a cold, that would only be one more reason for the palace guards to insist she stay inside. 
 
    The guard sighed again, finally realizing that he wasn’t going to win this argument. “Very well, my Lady. But we must be careful.” 
 
    Isa only grunted in response, then swept out of the room and toward the stairway that would lead her to the palace’s front entrance. She stormed out the front door without pausing to acknowledge the guards who stood there saluting her. Normally, she tried to be polite to all of the household staff, but she didn’t have patience for politeness right now. Not when she’d heard rumors that her father had ordered all of the shifters in Gilt Hollow to be caged up like wild animals. 
 
    The rumors are bound to be true, she fumed. Even before the poisoning incident, everyone in Gilt Hollow had treated the shifters like animals. Isa had always been bothered by this, but what could she do? Any attempt at sticking up for the shifters made her father look bad, and angered him to the point that he’d even threatened to disinherit Isa.  
 
    I should have let him disinherit me. But I was too much of a coward. Isa had lived her whole life in the easy, pampered world of royalty. It was all she knew, and she feared she did not have what it took to make it outside of cushy Gilt Hollow. The time had come to put her fears aside, though. She could not live another day standing by and doing nothing while an entire group of people was harassed just for being different. She was going to find a way to help the shifters.  
 
    But first, she had to see what she was up against. How serious, exactly, was the shifters’ situation. And would they believe her when she told them she was on their side? 
 
    Isa walked briskly toward the Arena, thankful that her guard had fallen silent now. She was tired of wasting words arguing with him. She saw the frown cross his face as they drew closer to the Arena, but he did not comment. He remained stoic and professional as she walked into the entrance, but when it became clear that she was heading toward the room that held cages for the wild animals, his anxiety over the situation bubbled up again. 
 
    “My Lady, the shifters are being held under the highest security. There’s no need to check up on them.” 
 
    Isa narrowed her eyes. “I told you. I want to see things for myself.” She stormed through the building and made her way toward the room that used to hold the wild animals. She knew this Arena well. Too well. She’d spent too much time here over the years, most of it in the stands, watching as shifters were forced to fight in the ring against their will. But she’d also spent plenty of time wandering the halls behind the ring. She knew every hallway and room like the back of her hand, and she took the fastest route to get to where the shifters were supposedly being held. 
 
    She threw the door to the room open without knocking or announcing herself, and the guards inside the room jumped and pointed their guns in her direction. A split-second later, when they realized it was her who had entered the room, they lowered their guns and dropped to their knees.  
 
    “My Lady! My apologies. We weren’t expecting you.” 
 
    “Everyone out,” Isa said, her voice tight with anger. The guards looked at each other uncertainly.  
 
    “But, my Lady. We’re not supposed to let any of these shifters out of our sight for even a second, and—” 
 
    “I said, out!” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady.” The guards started scurrying toward the door. Isa turned toward her own personal guard.  
 
    “You too.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “Princess Isa! I cannot leave you alone in here with these beasts. What if one of them attacks you? The Emperor would never forgive me if anything happened to you. And I would never forgive myself.” 
 
    “Oh, wake up! They’re not wild beasts. They’re only men. And they’re all in cages that were designed to hold lions captive. They’re not going to be able to harm me.” 
 
    Her guard still hesitated. “I don’t understand why you need to see them alone.” 
 
    “Because I want to talk to them in private, to hear how they are really being treated. And I don’t want their responses to be watered down because they are afraid the guards will hear what they’re saying and retaliate against them.” 
 
    This wasn’t the truth at all, but it was the best excuse Isa could give. The truth was that she wanted a chance to ask the shifters what she could do to help them. She could hardly do that with her guard looking on. Her guard gave her quite a bit of leeway—probably much more leeway than her father would have liked. The guard looked the other way most of the time when she took risks her father would have considered too great. But the guard’s leniency would not extend to looking the other way when Isa committed treason against her own father, of that she was sure. If the guard had any clue of what she was actually about to do, he would have run back to her father and told him right away. 
 
    He didn’t have a clue, though. With a frustrated sigh, he turned back toward the door. “Very well, my Lady. I’ll wait right outside the door. If you need help, just yell and I’ll be back in this room in an instant.” 
 
    Isa waited until the door had clicked firmly shut behind him, and then she turned to face the shifters. They all sat watching her warily, eyes dark with anger. She could not blame them. Her people had mistreated them in nearly every way imaginable. For a moment, she considered turning and running back through the door. This task was too hard, and she was not brave enough. How could she ever convince the shifters that she was on their side? 
 
    But if she didn’t help them, then who would? She forced herself to stand her ground, and to lift her chin stubbornly. 
 
    “Hello, everyone. I’m Isadora Eastmore. Most of you probably know me as Princess Isa.” The introduction wasn’t necessary. Everyone in here knew who she was, and they probably all hated her just for the fact that she was related to the Emperor. She had to prove to them that she was more than her bloodline. She took another deep breath, and plowed forward. 
 
    “I would like to know how you all have been treated. Have you been provided with ample food and water?” 
 
    A derisive snort came from the cage right in front of her. The man inside had striking green eyes and the biggest muscles Isa had ever seen. He looked vaguely familiar, but that didn’t surprise her much. Most of these shifters she had seen in the ring before, she was sure of that.  
 
    “You want to know how we’ve been treated?” the man asked, his voice taking on a tone of incredulity. “Look at us. We’re in cages. How do you think we’ve been treated?” 
 
    Isa swallowed hard and told herself to remain calm. Getting defensive wasn’t going to help anything, and these shifters deserved to be angry. Isa was going to have to take a chance on being straightforward with them, and hope she could get them to listen. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know it must seem like a joke to you that I’m asking how you are, and I know you must hate me because of who my father is. But the truth is that I am nothing like my father. I’ve grown up watching you all be mistreated and I’ve hated every second of it. I should have stood up and said something long before now, yes. There’s no real excuse for my silence, but I hope you can all give me some grace and give me a second chance. It isn’t easy to stand in the shadow of a man as cruel as my father and try to change things. But I’m here now. Better late than never, I hope. I want to help you, and all of the other shifters, too. I…I’m no warrior. I don’t know how to fight. But if you’ll show me how to help you, I’ll do my best.” 
 
    The shifter who had first spoken up rolled his eyes. “Oh, great. The pretty little princess’s conscience is bothering her, is it? Does it make you feel better to give us a speech like that? ‘Oh, I can’t do much and I don’t know what to do, but I do feel bad. Really I do.’ Are we supposed to be impressed by that?” 
 
    Isa took a deep breath to steady her nerves. This was not going well. “I’m not trying to impress you. I’m trying to help. Maybe I’m not the perfect savior, but you guys are all locked up in cages right now. Surely, you’d rather accept imperfect help than get no help at all?” 
 
    The shifter crossed his arms. His eyes flashed at her, and normally Isa would have shrunk back at the anger in them. But she found herself strangely fascinated instead. She’d never seen eyes so handsome. How had she never noticed that when this man was in the ring? When he only glared at her without answering, she decided to take a chance on asking him who he was. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    His frown deepened, and for a second she thought he wasn’t going to answer. But a moment later he said, “Leo. Leo Ashworth.” 
 
    Isa furrowed her brow, trying to remember the name. She couldn’t recall ever hearing that name at the Games. “Are you a newer competitor?” 
 
    Leo laughed. “I’m not a competitor. I was a shifter guard for House Severson. Been there about two decades. Saved those bastards’ lives on more than one occasion, but it doesn’t matter. They have no gratitude. All they’ve ever done is mistreat me.” 
 
    He’s a guard! That’s why he looks vaguely familiar. I must have seen him now and then when I visited the Severson estate. 
 
    Isa’s father was good friends with Fritz Severson, the patriarch of the Severson noble family, and because of that Isa had been to countless dinners at the Severson estate. She had firsthand knowledge of how the Seversons treated their shifters, and she couldn’t blame Leo for being angrier than most. If he’d been a Severson guard for two decades, he’d suffered countless indignities, of that she was sure. 
 
    “Well, Leo, I can’t change what the Seversons have done. Or what my father has done for that matter. But I can help you now. What do you need?” 
 
    Leo rolled his eyes again, and before he could say anything, the shifter in the cage next to him spoke up.  
 
    “Don’t waste your breath, Leo. She’s probably been sent here by the Emperor himself to act like she cares. She’ll try to be all buddy-buddy with us and then try to get information out of us on what our plans for attacking Gilt Hollow are. This is all a giant trap.” 
 
    “It’s not a trap!” Isa insisted, turning to face the other shifter. She recognized him instantly. Otto, the wolf shifter. He’d been Champion of the Games on numerous occasions, and he’d always pushed back a little against the Gilt Hollow system. He’d been able to do that, since he’d won so many trophies for the Seversons. Rumor had it that he had been the ringleader behind the recent shifter rebellion, which wouldn’t have surprised Isa at all. He’d always had bit of a rebel look in his eyes. Right now, he was looking at her with eyes that said he would not trust her if his life depended on it. Before Otto could say anything else to her, though, Leo was speaking again. 
 
    “If it’s not a trap, then get us some food.” 
 
    Isa turned to look at Leo. “Food? Are they not feeding you?” 
 
    “Leo, that’s enough!” Otto said.  
 
    But Leo ignored Otto and spoke anyway. “No, they’re not feeding us. They’re trying to starve us to death. They think that the Bear Hollow shifters will submit to them again if we all start dying in here. It won’t work. Bear Hollow will never submit again. But I wouldn’t mind a damn sandwich.” 
 
    Isa blinked at Leo, processing everything he’d just said. She should have realized that this was what was going on. She’d heard her father talking about how he didn’t have enough soldiers to hold back the Bear Hollow shifters, but that he could still hit them where it counted. Isa hadn’t been sure what he meant by that, but now all the pieces were falling into place. Her father was going to kill these shifters slowly in hopes that this would scare the rest of Bear Hollow into submission. Her stomach lurched at the thought. Sometimes, she wondered how it was possible that her father was actually her father. How was it possible that she was the daughter of such an awful, cruel man? 
 
    She didn’t have answers to that question, but she did know one thing. She wasn’t going to let her father get away with this. She was going to get these shifters food somehow, even though she’d have to risk her own safety to do it. And in the process, she would prove to everyone in these cages that she was more than just her father’s daughter. 
 
    The cruelty stopped here. She looked Leo directly in the eyes, startled again by how intense those green eyes were, and even more startled at the way her heart fluttered when he looked at her.  
 
    “I’ll be back,” she said, doing her best to sound strong and confident. She was a princess after all. “And when I’m back, I’ll have food with me.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and reached for the door handle, determined to get out of that room before Otto could make some sort of sarcastic reply. She let the door slam shut behind her and didn’t bother to slow down or explain to the guards that she was done. She stormed toward the Arena exit with her own guard scrambling after her in confusion, but she didn’t offer him any explanations either. She didn’t have time to make excuses to her father’s man.  
 
    She had work to do, and shifters to help. And she had determined that she was going to help Leo Ashworth if it cost her life. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Leo had lost track of whether it was day or night. The guards came and went in shifts, but no one would ever tell him what time it was. And in the dark, windowless room that held the cages, the hours blended together. He hadn’t had a single morsel of food to eat since being thrown into this cage, and the hunger had become so intense now that he found it hard to sleep. The guards did finally bring water for the shifters, which told Leo that the Emperor’s plan to blackmail the Bear Hollow shifters wasn’t going quite as well as he’d hoped. The Emperor had been forced to give his captives water to keep them alive a little longer, in hopes that the Bear Hollow shifters would give in and surrender in return for the lives of the captive shifters. 
 
    But they’ll never surrender. Smart shifters. We don’t make deals with these bastards. No sir. 
 
    Leo was lying on his back on the cold, hard cement floor of his cell, staring at nothing in particular and fighting the strange hallucinations that hunger seemed to bring. He shivered off and on, another seeming side effect of hunger. His blood sugar had plummeted, and his body was having trouble maintaining the proper temperature. He closed his eyes and wished for sleep, but his stomach seemed to laugh at his effort. He wondered what had happened to Princess Isa. It must have been at least two days since she waltzed out of here with promises to bring food. Otto had been skeptical, but Leo had wanted to believe. Even Leo had lost faith by this point, though. Either Princess Isa hadn’t meant what she’d said, or it had been too difficult for even the daughter of the Emperor to get food to the shifters. 
 
    Too bad. A meal would have been nice. And another glimpse at the Princess wouldn’t have been bad either. Leo would never have admitted out loud his attraction to the Princess. But he couldn’t deny to himself that his heart had beaten just a little faster when Princess Isa looked directly into his eyes. She was an objectively beautiful woman. Too bad she was the daughter of Satan himself. 
 
    The door to the room burst open with a sudden, sharp bang. Leo sat up abruptly, startled by the noise. He wouldn’t have thought that his reflexes could still work that quickly in his hunger-induced fog, but apparently adrenaline was one of the last things to go when you were starving to death.  
 
    The guards seemed just as startled by the intrusion, which told Leo that it wasn’t even close to time for a shift change. He stared at the doorway, unable for a moment to see who was coming in because of how bright the light from the hallway was. He recognized the voice before he could properly see the person. 
 
    “All of you guards, out!” 
 
    Princess Isa is back! Was it possible that she had managed to snag some food for them after all? Leo blinked desperately in the direction of the doorway, trying to get his weary eyes to adjust to the change in light enough to be able to see clearly. 
 
    “My Lady, we have orders to—” 
 
    “You dare argue with the Emperor’s daughter? I desire a private audience with the shifters and I will have it. And I will not suffer such disobedience and disrespect from a bunch of lowly guards. Unless you want to lose your jobs, get out. Now.” 
 
    “Y-yes my Lady.” The guards all scrambled to the door, tripping over their feet in an attempt to obey the Princess. When the door shut behind Princess Isa, Leo could see that she was holding two giant bags. 
 
    “This is all I could carry, and we don’t have much time,” she said. She reached into the bag to pull out a pair of sandwiches, handing one to Otto and one to Kate. Then she reached in again, pulling out another two sandwiches and handing one to Leo and another to the shifter in the cage to his right. Leo wasted no time in sinking his teeth into the sandwich, almost weeping with joy as the flavors of fresh bread and salty roast beef hit his tongue. Working quickly, Princess Isa made her way down the line, giving each shifter a sandwich. There was one extra at the end, which she gave to Leo. 
 
    “Here. You were the first one to speak to me last time I was here, so you get rewarded with an extra sandwich.” 
 
    Leo stared up at her, wondering if this was some sort of joke. “I did speak to you first. But I wasn’t exactly nice.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can’t say I blame you, after the way my family has treated shifters. At least you spoke, even if your words were harsh. Take the damn sandwich if you want it. Otherwise there are at least a dozen more shifters in here who would be happy to eat it, I’m sure.” 
 
    Leo didn’t hesitate again. He was the kind of guy who normally would have tried to do the polite thing and offer the sandwich to someone else first. But his hunger had grown so great that he was beyond politeness. He wolfed down the second sandwich in about three giant bites. Princess Isa was pulling several flasks from the second bag and beginning to pass them out as well. When she handed one to Leo and he drank, the cool water in the flask soothed his parched throat.  
 
    A sharp knock sounded at the door and everyone in the room froze. Had Princess Isa been caught?  
 
    “Everything okay in there?” It was only one of the guards. 
 
    “It’s fine,” the Princess yelled back in a sharp tone. “I’ll let you know if I need assistance.” Then she turned back to the shifters. “Listen. I don’t have a lot of time. If my father knew I was here he’d probably put me on trial for treason. It doesn’t matter that I’m his daughter. No one is above the law in his opinion.” 
 
    Leo snorted. “The law? Tell me, Princess Isa: what kind of law requires starving people to death?”  
 
    The Princess closed her eyes for a moment, a look of pain evident on her face. “Please. Just call me Isa. I’m no Princess. I only have the title because my father is the Emperor, but I don’t want any part in his corrupt government.” 
 
    “Then leave it. Leave Gilt Hollow,” Leo challenged. 
 
    Isa shrugged. “I could. Or I could stay and use my position to help you like I did today.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” Leo leaned against the back of his little cell, crossing his arms and giving Isa a look that said he clearly didn’t trust her. In the cell next to him, Otto was also unimpressed.  
 
    “Look, Princess Isa,” Otto began. 
 
    “Just Isa. Not Princess Isa. Please.” 
 
    Okay, fine. Isa,” Otto corrected himself. “Listen. We’re grateful for the food you’ve brought. But how do we know this isn’t a trap? You’re the Emperor’s daughter. And it’s nice that you say you don’t agree with him, but if that’s true than why haven’t you stood up for us before? Why are you now, all of a sudden, saying you want to help us?” 
 
    Leo watched Isa carefully. Her eyes looked tired but determined, and he had to admit that there was something about her expression that seemed genuine.  
 
    “I’ve already told you that I’m sorry I haven’t done more,” she said. “I’m embarrassed that I haven’t, in fact. But I can’t change the past. I can only change the future. And it isn’t entirely true that I haven’t helped you before. I did stick up for Oskar during the last death match.” 
 
    Leo’s determination to distrust Isa faltered a bit. He uncrossed his arms and looked over at Otto, who was still staring suspiciously at Isa. Otto distrusted everyone, even many shifters. He’d become slightly more open over the last few months, but only slightly. Overall, Otto seemed to go by the philosophy that it was better not to trust someone until they gave you a reason to trust them. And Isa wasn’t giving him enough reason.  
 
    Leo was a bit more open, though. And he remembered well the incident Isa was referring to. Several months ago, one of the shifter competitors, Oskar Warden, had been forced to fight a death match, which had clearly been rigged so that it was impossible to win. Oskar was on the brink of death when Zora Severson, a former Severson noblewoman who was now Oskar’s lifemate, had spoken up for him and stopped the match. Or she had tried to stop the match at least. Zora’s powerful father had yelled at her to step down, but then Princess Isa had stood up for Oskar and agreed with Zora. In front of the entire city of Gilt Hollow, Isa had saved the life of a shifter. That might not seem like much, considering how much the shifters had suffered, and how many shifters had been killed by Gilt Hollow citizens. But still, it had required courage. And it had saved the life of at least one shifter—a shifter who happened to be one of Leo’s best friends.  
 
    “If you’ve really changed so much, and want to help us, what do you propose doing?” Leo asked.  
 
    Otto swung his head around to look at him. “No, Leo. It doesn’t matter what she says. We can’t trust her.” 
 
    Leo hesitated. Otto was considered the leader of the shifter resistance in Gilt Hollow, so Leo knew it was probably best to defer to his judgment. But at the same time, Otto had proven on more than one occasion that he was too cautious. And Leo wasn’t sure that now was the time for caution.  
 
    “What choice do we have, Otto? We can trust her, or we can rot here in these cages.” 
 
    Otto narrowed his eyes at Leo. “I haven’t given up hope yet that Bear Hollow will come through for us.” 
 
    “I hope as much as you do that the Bear Hollow shifters find a way to help us. But I’m not sure it’s wise to pin all our hopes on them. Their resistance force is new and inexperienced, and they’ve suffered a lot of losses in the recent raids. They might not have the manpower or expertise to help us, no matter how badly they want to.” 
 
    Otto shook his head. “They’re still our best hope. You’d rather trust the daughter of Gilt Hollow royalty than our own people?” 
 
    “What I want to do and what options we actually have are two very different things right now. I say we at least hear Isa out.” Leo turned to Isa. “So tell me. What are you suggesting?” 
 
    Isa looked uncomfortably down at her hands for a minute before looking back at Leo. “I was actually hoping you guys could suggest something. I’m not an expert in how to fight against a government, so I’m not sure what the best thing to do would be. But I want to help however I can.” 
 
    Otto laughed. “Yeah, see? She doesn’t know what to do…she just wants us to tell her our plans. Wake up, Leo! This is all a ploy by the Emperor. He thinks he can send his pretty little daughter in here to trick us into giving away whatever plans the Bear Hollow shifters might have. No way are we talking to this woman. She’s just like all the rest of the Gilt Hollow scum.” 
 
    Leo turned back to look at Isa, who looked devastated now. She was reaching to gather up her bags with a crestfallen look on her face.  
 
    “I’m not scum,” she said in a tone that was growing angry now. “I was trying to help, but if you don’t want to believe me then there’s not much I can do. I can’t force you to take the help that’s being offered to you.”  
 
    Some strange emotion that Leo couldn’t quite place tugged at his heart as he watched Isa. He had always been a pretty good judge of people, and something told him that Isa was different. He tried to think of all the times he’d interacted with her over the years, or had seen her interact with other shifters. He’d been so young when he first came to Bear Hollow—only a boy of fifteen. She’d been even younger, if he was remembering correctly. But he’d watched her grow up, and he’d seen her at the Seversons’ house quite a few times, since her parents were close friends with the Seversons. He tried to remember a time when she’d ever been rude or mean to a shifter, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t think of anything. In fact, he remembered a few specific times that she’d shushed Loki when Loki had been harassing shifters. 
 
    Isa is genuine, Leo thought. But how could he accept her help when Otto was determined not to? He didn’t want to start a fight right in the middle of this damn room of cages. If the shifters were going to have any hope of coming out of all of this alive, then they had to stick together.  
 
    Leo’s frown deepened as Isa turned to leave. He had to do or say something, and fast. With the way Otto had driven her away, she might not come back. She might assume that none of the shifters wanted anything to do with her. And who could blame her for that? Leo frantically tried to think of something to say that would make her stay without angering Otto too much. And then, suddenly, it came to him. 
 
    “Take me to see your father.” 
 
    The room fell completely silent for several long moments after he said those words. Otto stared at him with a gaping expression. Isa turned back toward him with a similarly shocked look on her face. And then, in unison, both Otto and Isa said, “What?!?” 
 
    Leo took a deep breath and nodded, looking straight into Isa’s eyes. “Take me to your father. Surely, you can figure out a way to get me out of here to have an audience with him. That’s all you have to do. Get me a chance to talk to him, and I’ll believe you that we can trust you.” 
 
    “But…he’s not going to be nice to you,” she said weakly. 
 
    Leo laughed. “I’m not expecting him to be. Let me worry about what I’ll say and how he’ll treat me. You just get me in front of him.” 
 
    “Leo, you’re insane!” Otto said, his voice full of alarm. 
 
    “Maybe. But I have a plan.” 
 
    Isa considered this for a moment. “Okay. I’ll do my best to get you in front of my father. As long as you understand that I can’t guarantee your safety once you’re there.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Isa nodded. “Alright. I’ll be back soon. And I’ll try to bring more food when I come again. But in the meantime I hope you at least feel a little better after the sandwiches. It was the best I could do for now.” 
 
    “We appreciate it,” Leo said. “Truly.” 
 
    Otto said nothing, as was typical of the man. Otto didn’t trust easily or say thank you easily, but Leo was hoping to make up for that. He was hoping to find a way to use Isa to their advantage. After all, they were running out of other options.  
 
    Isa turned to leave, but before she opened the door, she turned around and smiled at Leo. He felt strangely weak at the sight of her smile, and he gripped the side of the cage he was trapped in to steady himself. A small thrill of excitement passed through his body, and he wondered what it meant. Was he attracted to her? 
 
    She disappeared through the doorway, leaving Leo to wrestle with these thoughts on his own. A few moments later, the guards sullenly came back into the room, but Leo hardly noticed them. He sat down at the back of his cage and tried to figure out why his heart was beating faster than normal just from the thought of Isa. 
 
    She was a beautiful woman, true. No one could deny that. Isa had inherited her mother’s dark hair, olive skin, and violet eyes. She also, it seemed, had inherited her mother’s tendency toward kindness. The Emperor’s wife was known for being softhearted and for treating the shifters much nicer than most Gilt Hollow citizens. The Emperor’s horrid actions outweighed all of his wife’s kind words, but knowing that Isa’s mother wasn’t a complete monster gave Leo hope. Surely, Isa wasn’t a monster either. Surely, she could be trusted? 
 
    Leo had no way of knowing for sure. The only way to find out was to trust her and see if she kept that trust or broke it.  
 
    “You’re crazy,” Otto whispered at him in a low hiss, breaking into Leo’s thoughts of Isa. “What are you even going to say to the Emperor?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Leo admitted. “I still have to figure that out.” 
 
    Otto rolled his eyes. “You’re gonna get yourself killed, man.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I’d rather die doing something than sit here starving in a cell.” And I won’t be able to rest until I can figure out whether Isa is a friend or an enemy. 
 
    Leo wasn’t like Otto. He couldn’t so easily write off Isa as untrustworthy. And deep down inside, Leo had a feeling that trusting Isa was going to be the key to the shifters winning this war. There was just something about her that told him she was different. 
 
    He hoped he could trust his gut on this one, because the shifters were running out of options and running out of time.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Isa once again walked into the room where the shifters were caged. This time, her guard was trailing her. She’d been able to shake him off the last time she’d come, when she’d brought food. But that had been late at night, and this was in broad daylight. He had insisted on coming, and her father had insisted on it, too.  
 
    It hadn’t been easy to convince her father to agree to an audience with Leo. Her father had scowled and told her that he didn’t negotiate with shifters. He’d said that Bear Hollow could either surrender completely or watch the shifters in Gilt Hollow die slow deaths of starvation. It had been all Isa could do not to react when her father talked about starving the shifters. She didn’t even want to know what he’d do to her if he found out that she’d smuggled food in to the cages.  
 
    That food hadn’t done much to help the shifters, though. Isa could see the hungry, haunted look in their eyes when she entered the room. One sandwich in four days wasn’t enough to keep these shifters from slowly wasting away. The shifters had all been big and muscular to begin with, but those muscles were slowly starting to fade. Her eyes landed on Leo, and she winced at the gauntness in his face. His body still looked strong, but she could see that he’d lost weight. Dark circles had formed under his eyes as well, and she wondered if he’d slept at all.  
 
    Isa swallowed hard and told herself that she needed to act tough. She had a part to play in all of this, and if she stopped playing that part and anyone suspected her of sympathizing with the shifters, her opportunity to help them would be lost.  
 
    “You,” she said sharply, acting like she was annoyed at just being in the presence of the shifters. “Come with me. The Emperor will speak with you.” 
 
    The guards in the room looked uncertainly at each other, and then at Isa’s guard. When Isa’s guard nodded, the other guards finally went to open the cage. 
 
    The guards in here don’t trust me. They know I’m up to something. Well, no matter. Let them distrust her. All she was doing right now was taking Leo to the Emperor, which the Emperor was well-aware of. No one could pin anything on her.  
 
    Not yet, anyway. Isa had a feeling that by the time all of this was over, a lot of shit was going to be pinned on her. So be it. She just had to keep up appearances long enough for the shifters to get the foothold they needed, whatever foothold that might be. She still didn’t see how talking to the Emperor was going to help Leo, but he seemed to have a plan. At least he hadn’t completely written her off, like that other guy, Otto. 
 
    “Come along,” she said to Leo, who had been freed from his cage but was now wearing shackles on his hands. “We don’t have time to dilly-dally.” 
 
    She tried to sound stern, but her voice trembled slightly. She couldn’t completely hide her nerves. 
 
    Leo followed her out of the room without a word. Isa’s guard walked behind him, his dagger drawn and ready in case Leo tried to make even the slightest of moves against her. Isa wasn’t worried about that, though. Leo was trustworthy enough. She had seen that much in his eyes. She wished her guard would fall back a bit so that she could talk to Leo, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. Her guard was following him more closely than his own shadow. If Isa wanted to speak with Leo, she was going to have to take matters into her own hands. Trying to speak with Leo privately was going to make her look suspicious, but she had to take the chance. She wanted to know what his plan was before they got to the palace. 
 
    “Give us some space,” Isa said sharply to her guard. “I wish to discuss matters of state privately with this man before he makes a fool of himself and wastes my father’s time.” 
 
    Isa’s guard frowned. “My Lady, surely you know you can trust me with any matters of the state. And my orders were to stay close enough to you that I could assist if this shifter scum attempted to harm you.” 
 
    Isa crossed her arms and glared at the guard. He was becoming so obnoxious lately. Isa was sure her father was behind that. The shifters weren’t the only ones who didn’t trust Isa. The Emperor didn’t trust her either. Of course, Isa’s father had no idea just how out of line Isa had gotten. He would have had a heart attack if he’d known she was trying to help the shifters escape. But he didn’t know. At least not yet. 
 
    “I am the daughter of the Emperor, and I am giving you orders to give me some space. This man is shackled, and we are out on the street in broad daylight. He’s not going to be able to suddenly kill me just because you take a few steps back. Do as I say, or I will report you to the Emperor for insolence.” 
 
    The guard hesitated for a moment, probably weighing in his mind the likelihood of anything happening versus the hassle of trying to explain to the Emperor why he didn’t want to obey whiny Princess Isa. In the end, thankfully, the guard decided that giving Isa what she wanted was a better option.  
 
    “Very well, my Lady. As you wish.” He held back until Isa and Leo had walked several paces in front of him. When Isa was sure the guard was out of earshot, she turned to Leo. 
 
    “So what’s your plan?” 
 
    “I still don’t have one.” 
 
    “What?!? You’re just going to appear in front of the Emperor with no plan?” 
 
    Leo nodded. “Yes. This wasn’t about getting to the Emperor. It was about giving myself a chance to talk to you without anyone else listening in. Otto is a great guy, but he’s too paranoid. And right now, we can’t afford to be paranoid. I trust you Isa. And we need your help.” 
 
    Isa swallowed hard, both thrilled and terrified by the intensity in Leo’s voice. “Okay. I told you before, I want to help you guys. I just don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    “I have an idea. Otto would kill me if he knew I was talking to you about this, but what he doesn’t know can’t hurt him.” 
 
    Isa took a deep breath and nodded. “I won’t say anything to him.” 
 
    Leo nodded, then looked right and left to make sure that no one was close enough to hear what he had to say.  
 
    “The best way to end this is to take out the Emperor.” 
 
    Isa’s eyes widened. “You want me to help kill my own father?” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “No, no. I would never ask you to do that. But if you’re willing to destroy your father’s home—the palace—that would essentially destroy him enough that Gilt Hollow would be done. The whole city is hanging on by a thread as it is. We just need to cut that thread.” 
 
    Isa considered this. “It’s a lot to ask. The palace is my home, too.” 
 
    “I know. And I understand if you don’t want to. But it’s the quickest way I can think of to end this. And the longer this war goes on, the more people that are going to die, both in Gilt Hollow and in Bear Hollow.” 
 
    Isa chewed on her lower lip as they walked, unsure of what to say. She would never in a million years want to do something to physically harm her father. He might be evil, but he was her father after all. But she agreed that he needed to be stopped. And did she really care about the palace? Yes, it was her home, but she didn’t feel right about living there in the midst of such wealth when the shifters had nothing. And what had she expected, anyway? When she volunteered to help the shifters, she had known it would mean hard decisions. If she really wanted to bring all of this injustice to an end, she was going to have to take massive action.  
 
    Isa glanced at Leo, struck once again by how intense his eyes were. She’d never seen eyes so gorgeous and so full of soul. In another life, he might have been the kind of man she would have loved. 
 
    You have a chance at another life. The thought took her off guard, and for a moment she resisted it. She had agreed to help the shifters because she wanted them to be free and she wanted the Shifter Games to end once and for all. But she had never stopped to consider what her life might be like after this war was over.  
 
    She hadn’t stopped to think about the fact that she didn’t think she could go back to living like a normal Gilt Hollow citizen, even if such a thing were possible. Even if all the wealth and excess of Gilt Hollow was still around, how could she participate in it anymore? How could she bring herself to care about material things? 
 
    And how could she ever find love with anyone from Gilt Hollow? As the Emperor’s daughter, she knew her hand in marriage was a great prize to be won. All of the nobles’ sons who were anywhere close in age to her were constantly attempting to woo her. But she’d never cared about any of them. She’d never felt attracted to any of them.  
 
    There was no denying, however, that right now she felt incredibly attracted to Leo. Even in his nearly-starved state, with his tired eyes and gaunt face, he was far more handsome than any of the Gilt Hollow men had ever been, or ever would be. There was a simple, rugged handsomeness to him. Isa found herself wondering whether he would ever think of her as beautiful. Would a shifter ever find it in his heart to care for a full human who had been part of the awful Gilt Hollow regime? 
 
    “Isa?” Leo asked, breaking into her thoughts. Isa realized that she still hadn’t answered him.  
 
    “I’ll do it,” she said. “But how? I hope you also have a plan for that, because I’ve never destroyed a palace and I have no idea how to do it.” 
 
    “I have an idea that might work. I know a guy in Bear Hollow who knows how to make explosives. Granted, he usually uses his skills just for making fireworks for kids on holidays, but I think he could make you a bigger explosive that would take out at least a good portion of the palace.” 
 
    “You mean like a bomb?” Isa’s eyes widened. 
 
    Leo nodded soberly. “Again, I understand if you don’t want to do this. But I think it’s the best, most efficient way. Could you clear the palace out of people, so that no one would get killed?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I could clear out at least part of it.” 
 
    “I think it will work then.” 
 
    “But, how do I even get the bomb? It’s not like I can just waltz over to Bear Hollow and pick it up. The Emperor’s daughter consulting with the shifters might raise a few eyebrows, you know? 
 
    “You can sneak over. There’s a tunnel.” 
 
    Isa’s eyes widened. “So the rumors are true, then.” Isa knew that her father and the Gilt Hollow Army had long suspected that the shifters had come up with some secret way to get back and forth between Gilt Hollow and Bear Hollow, but no one had ever been able to figure it out. She listened in shock as Leo described the tunnel and how it had been built. When he was done, she was speechless.  
 
    “Wow,” she finally managed to say. 
 
    “Yeah. So, you see, you could get over there, meet with my guy, and get a bomb to bring back without anyone seeing you. As long as you’re careful, that is.” 
 
    Isa felt her heart pounding. Could she really do this? Would she really do this? She looked up at Leo, and felt her heart flutter at the sight of his handsome face. She knew in that instant that she’d do anything for him. She barely knew him, true. But she couldn’t deny that there was some sort of deep attraction there. She was feeling things she’d never felt before, and she wanted to explore these feelings. And that meant she had to help save Leo, and save his people. 
 
    “I really hope I can trust you,” Leo said when she was taking a long time to answer. “If you really are just spying for your father, and I just told you about the tunnel, then I’m screwed, as is all of Bear Hollow.” 
 
    “No, no! I’m not working for my father. And I’ll do what you’re asking, on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You go with me.” They were almost to the palace, and Isa knew they had to finish up this conversation quickly.  
 
    It was Leo’s turn to be speechless. “Wh…What?” he finally stammered out. “How is that possible? In case you haven’t noticed, I spend most of my time locked up these days.” 
 
    “I know. But I think I can sneak you out. The guards are used to me coming in by now. And I’ve already removed you from your cage once, for this meeting with the Emperor. If I went in and demanded that they release you, they would probably do it.” 
 
    Leo’s eyes had taken on an excited expression. “I would love to go with you. If you can get me out, I’ll gladly escort you over to Bear Hollow. Hell, I’d give anything to get out of that cage and see my old friends and my old city. But won’t you be in trouble if your father or anyone else realizes what you’ve done?” 
 
    Isa raised an eyebrow at him. “Considering I’m planning to destroy the palace, I don’t think I can get in much more trouble for just releasing one shifter.” 
 
    “Touché. Well, in that case, I’m in.” 
 
    They had arrived at the palace steps now, so Isa had to resume acting like a jerk to Leo. But before the guard caught up with them and could hear what she was saying again, she whispered, “I’m really sorry if my dad beats you up. He’s a jerk. But I promise we’re going to stop him.” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “It’s alright. It won’t be the first time I’ve been beaten up.” 
 
    Isa nodded and took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with, then.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Leo lay on the cold, concrete bottom of his cage, trying not to move anymore than necessary. Even breathing hurt, which made him wonder if he’d broken a rib. No, it wasn’t that bad. The pain was just amplified because his body was already so weak from hunger. His normal shifter ability to recover rapidly from injuries was slowed down somewhat because he had no energy, but he was fine. He just had to rest a little longer than normal, which wasn’t much of a problem since he was stuck in a cage with nothing to do but rest, anyway.  
 
    One of his eyes was swollen shut, and he had black and blue bruises all over his body, so he was sure he wasn’t a pretty sight right now. But overall he was fine. The meeting with the Emperor had been worth it, if only because it had given him the chance to make secret plans with Isa. 
 
    When Leo had been brought back to the cell and thrown roughly in by a couple of palace guards, Otto had looked at him and shook his head.  
 
    “What did you expect, man?” Otto had asked. “That you could waltz in and negotiate with the Emperor? This is Gilt Hollow. The only logic these people listen to is the logic that says they’re better than us because they’re human and we’re not.” 
 
    Leo had only grunted and groaned in response. He wasn’t about to tell Otto what had really happened. Even though there was a wall of cage between them, he was pretty sure Otto would find a way to kill him if he knew that Leo had told the Princess about the secret tunnel to Bear Hollow. 
 
    God, I hope I can trust her. If this had all been some ploy, Bear Hollow was screwed and it was all Leo’s fault.  
 
    But Leo truly believed that this was not a ploy. Something told him he could trust Isa, and that she was going to be the missing link the shifters needed to finally break free from Gilt Hollow, once and for all. 
 
    Something also told him that there was something deeper developing between Isa and him than just two people who happened to be working on the same side of the revolution. He’d seen the way she looked at him, as though she were looking right into his soul and liked what she saw. To be honest, he liked what he saw, too. She was beautiful, genuine, and kind. At least, she was all of those things if she followed through on this plan with him. 
 
    But as thoughts of being attracted to Isa flooded Leo’s mind, he tried to push them away. Even if they were attracted to each other, what future did they have together? She might be fighting on the shifters’ side, but she was still from Gilt Hollow. And she was the daughter of the freaking Emperor at that. Her life had been about as different from Leo’s as it could possibly be. She might not value her possessions as much as most of the Gilt Hollow citizens, but he was pretty sure she would never want to live in a place like Bear Hollow, where everyone lived in huts that didn’t even have working electricity half the time.  
 
    Still, it was nice to dream about what kissing a woman as beautiful as Isa would feel like. Leo would not deny himself that much. Dreams were all he had. He’d been in Gilt Hollow so long that he felt like a stranger caught between two worlds. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to have a normal life with a normal lifemate like everyone else in Bear Hollow, so he dreamed about love in whatever way he could and contented himself with that. 
 
    Leo had drifted off into actual dreams when a sudden loud noise woke him. Groggy and disoriented, he sat up quickly, wincing at the soreness in his ribs. All around him, other shifters had woken up as well, and were staring at the door. Leo’s heart leapt when he saw that Isa was standing in the doorway, her arms crossed over her chest. She must have slammed the door open as she always did, causing the loud bang that had pulled him out of sleep. 
 
    “M-my Lady,” one of the guards said, timidly greeting her. Leo was sure that the guards would have loved to be able to ban Isa from the room. She had caused them nothing but trouble every time she came in. But Isa wasn’t banned, and the stern look on her face said she had come here to get what she wanted.  
 
    “Release this one,” she ordered, pointing at Leo’s cage. Every face in the room turned to look at him in shock, including Otto’s.  
 
    “Leo, what’s going on?” Otto asked in a whisper. Worry furrowed his brow.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Leo whispered back. “Trust me. I expected this.” 
 
    “But, my Lady,” the guards were protesting. Leo noticed that their protests had become a lot weaker than they used to be. Isa had been right. They guards were used to her by now, and their half-hearted protests to her demands showed that they were going to cooperate. Leo’s heart began to beat faster with excitement. This was it. He was really about to get out of here and have a chance to go to Bear Hollow with Isa.  
 
    “Do not argue with me,” Isa said sharply. “Have you forgotten that I am the Emperor’s daughter? Do I need to call him down here to remind you? I will gladly do that, although I doubt he will be amused if I have to drag him out of bed in the middle of the night because a handful of guards can’t seem to get it through their head that the Princess’s orders must be respected.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. As you wish, Princess.” One of the guards moved to unlock Leo’s cell, then paused and turned to look at Isa. “Would you like him shackled? He can be quite dangerous, and I see you don’t have a guard with you this time.” 
 
    “Leave him free. I can handle him. He knows better than to risk angering my father by harming me.” 
 
    The guards exchanged worried glances, but they didn’t dare contradict the princess again. Moments later, Leo found himself standing free of his cage, with no shackles on his hands or legs. He felt a bit unsteady on his feet, but he forced himself to stand tall as he glared at the guards. They held their hands over their swords, ready to slice him to pieces if he made one false move toward the princess. If only they knew what was really going on here. Leo stifled back a laugh. He had to play his part well. 
 
    Isa was playing her part extremely well. She glanced at Leo, looking him up and down with disgust as though she couldn’t believe she’d been stuck dealing with such a monstrosity. “Come along then,” she said to him in a disdainful tone. “And no funny business. I am a princess, and I’ve been trained to deal with all sorts of threats. Don’t think that I can’t slice you to ribbons with the dagger hidden in my skirts. I wouldn’t mind getting rid of you and not having to run these awful errands for my father anymore, so don’t tempt me.” 
 
    Leo nodded solemnly, forcing himself not to smile. He could see Otto’s worried face out of the corner of his eye, and he suddenly wished he’d explained at least a little bit of his plans to Otto. Otto might be paranoid and overprotective, but he was a good man, and he cared about his fellow shifters. Without any clue about what was happening, Otto was going to spend the night fretting about what Leo’s fate might be.  
 
    It was too late for Leo to change that now, though. Anything he said would be overheard by the guards and jeopardize the whole mission. So Leo followed Isa out of the room with his eyes low, acting like a man who was worried that he was on his way to his doom. 
 
    As soon as they were down the hallway from the room, Isa ducked into one of the rooms that used to be used as a room for the shifter competitors to wait for their matches during the Shifter Games. The room was dark and empty now, lined with benches and lockers that hopefully would never be used again. In the darkness of the room, Isa started stripping off the frilly dress she’d been wearing, revealing the plain black outfit she wore underneath: fitted black pants and a fitted, long-sleeved black shirt. 
 
    “Oh thank God,” Leo said when he saw her new outfit. “I was already worried about how you were going to effectively sneak around in a giant, glittering dress.” 
 
    Isa rolled her eyes. “I hate those dresses. I hate pretty much all of the Gilt Hollow clothes, actually. They’re so impractical.” 
 
    Leo wanted to tell her that he liked the way she looked in the plain, black clothing better anyway, but he didn’t want to be too forward. So he stayed silent while she shoved the huge dress she’d been wearing into one of the lockers, and then he followed her out of the Arena building.  
 
    The most dangerous part of their journey would be getting away from the Arena. The area was well-lit, and there was always a chance that they would run into guards even in the middle of the night. Thankfully, the number of guards patrolling about the Arena had been drastically reduced, since so many of the guards had been killed in the poisoning scandal at the last Shifter Games. Leo and Isa managed to get away from the Arena and into the woods without running into anyone else, and once they were in the woods, Leo knew they would be safe.  
 
    Just a few weeks ago, these woods had been constantly crawling with soldiers. But since almost the entire Gilt Hollow army was gone now, the woods were empty and eerily quiet. Leo took over the lead, showing Isa the fastest way to the tunnel entrance. When he got there, he hesitated for just a moment. This was the moment of truth. If Isa had intended to trick him, now would be the perfect time for guards to jump out of the forest and announce that they’d been following the pair and that Leo was in trouble.  
 
    He had come this far on faith, though. Might as well keep trusting her. He brushed away the shrubbery that covered the tunnel’s secret entrance and opened the door. Holding his breath, he turned back to look at Isa, praying that she wouldn’t suddenly be joined by Gilt Hollow guards. 
 
    To his utter relief, she was still alone. She was staring at the entrance, shaking her head in wonder. “Okay, I’m really glad you came with me. Even with all of your descriptions, I don’t think I would have been able to find that tunnel entrance on my own.” 
 
    “It’s really well hidden,” Leo agreed. But he didn’t want to stand around and discuss it. He was still nervous that someone might catch them. “Come on. Let’s get going. We still need to hurry if we’re going to get everything done before someone realizes that I’m missing when I’m not supposed to be.” 
 
    Isa nodded and gestured toward the tunnel. “Lead the way.” 
 
    A little while later, they emerged from the tunnel at the outskirts of Bear Hollow. This entrance was hidden well, too, and Leo carefully pushed away the leaves and branches blocking his way out of the tunnel.  
 
    “Well. Here we are. Bear Hollow.” He looked around at the familiar landscape, his heart instantly aching with longing. If only he could stay here forever, and not go back to Gilt Hollow at all. But he worried if he did that, Isa would get in trouble. Eventually, the guards would be interrogated and someone would realize that Isa had been the one to set Leo free without authorization. He knew she’d be in big trouble then, regardless of the fact that she was the Emperor’s daughter. And after all she was doing for the shifters, Leo didn’t want to take a chance on her getting in trouble because of him. He already knew that he’d be going back across the tunnel with her in a few hours, leaving Bear Hollow behind once again. But he had hope that one day soon he’d be here to stay. If the plan to destroy the palace worked, this war could be over soon. 
 
    And if the plan didn’t work, well…he didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t want to think about how many more shifters might die before all of this was over. 
 
    “Where are the streets? And the houses?” Isa’s voice broke into his thoughts. 
 
    “Oh. We’re still on the very edge of the town. It’s mostly just trees out here, so we’ll have to walk a bit to get to where it actually starts to look like a town. But I’m warning you right now, it’s probably not going to look like a town to you. We live in glorified huts and the streets are nothing more than dusty trails.” 
 
    Isa nodded as though she had known this all along. And perhaps she had known it, in theory. But Leo knew this was the first time she had actually seen Bear Hollow in person, and he watched her eyes grow wider with every step they took toward the town. For Leo, this was home. Even though he’d been in Gilt Hollow for so long, living in a sprawling estate that belonged to a wealthy nobleman, he had never lost sight of the fact that this was home. These humble huts, most of which didn’t even have their own bathrooms but shared an outhouse with another family, were what he had grown up with. He missed the simplicity and community of this place. 
 
    But he had to wonder how it all must look to Isa. She seemed remarkably down to earth for the daughter of the Emperor, but still. She’d grown up with unimaginable wealth and power. This must all look like horrible squalor to her. To her credit, though, she didn’t make any shocked comments, and she kept the expression on her face relatively neutral.  
 
    “Where will we find your friend?” she asked as they turned the corner on one of the dirt paths.  
 
    Leo grinned. “Probably at the bar.” He could hear the faint sound of music from Bear Hollow Brews, which was a few more blocks away. He didn’t know what time it was exactly, but it couldn’t have been too terribly late yet, because the bar was still open. He grabbed Isa by the hand excitedly—not thinking about the fact that it might seem awkward or presumptuous of him to hold her hand until he felt a little jolt of electric heat pass between them. 
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry!” he said, pulling his hand back abruptly. “I didn’t mean anything. I just wanted to pull you along to the bar. I was so excited to see my friends and, uh…sorry.” 
 
    He stared at her awkwardly, thankful for the darkness that hid the embarrassment in his face. But to his surprise, she reached out and grabbed his hand again. “It’s okay. No need to apologize. I may be a princess, but that doesn’t mean I have to act like one.” 
 
    Leo smiled back at her, his heart suddenly feeling like it might burst. He forgot all about the pain in his body from when the Emperor’s men had beaten him, and he forgot about the pain in his stomach from his intense hunger. All he could think about was the sweet warmth spreading through him from where his hand was connected with Isa’s. Boldly, he leaned in and planted a soft kiss on her lips. He knew it was a risky move. She held his life in her hands. She could easily have him killed. She could easily rat him out to her father, and then tell everyone in Gilt Hollow where the secret tunnel was.  
 
    But he knew in his heart she wouldn’t do any of those things. He knew she felt the same inexplicably strong connection between them. Somehow, the two of them with their different lives were connected. Leo hoped that connection would last beyond just tonight, however impractical it might be to imagine a future together. But if the night was all they ever had together, he was going to enjoy it. He was going to show the Princess the places that were most important to him, and he knew she wouldn’t look down on him. She was different from all the other women he’d met in Gilt Hollow. Hell, she was even different from all the shifter women he knew. There was something so deep and genuine about her soul. He wanted to hold onto her hand and never let her go.  
 
    She let him kiss her, then smiled shyly and said, “We should keep moving.” 
 
    She was right, of course. As much as he would have loved to stand there in the deserted street all night, kissing her until the rest of the world disappeared, they had a job to do. 
 
    “Yup. Let’s go. Not much further.”  
 
    He walked the few short blocks to Bear Hollow Brews with her hand in his, and entered the front door of the bar with a giant smile on his face. He’d missed this place like hell.  
 
    But his smile faded when he saw every face in the room turn to look at him. The confusion and even hatred in many of the eyes took him off guard. As the bar fell completely silent, he realized his mistake. He’d brought the Emperor’s daughter into Bear Hollow with no warning and no explanation. Tempers were already on edge here, with many shifters having lost family members in the recent raids and battle. Most people weren’t going to be happy to see a Gilt Hollow citizen, especially not a Gilt Hollow citizen who happened to be the daughter of the evil Emperor who was responsible for ordering so many shifter deaths. Leo had to get a hold of this situation, and fast.  
 
    It probably didn’t help that he was holding Isa’s hand, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to act ashamed of her, just because some of the shifters here might not approve of his choices. Boldly he stepped forward into the room, never letting go of her hand. 
 
    “Hello, everyone. I’m here with Princess Isadora of Gilt Hollow because she’s volunteered to help us. Hear me out before you fools all riot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Isa had never been shy. Growing up as a princess had required her to frequently stand in front of large crowds, and she had mastered the art of looking calm and confident no matter how many people were staring at her. But she’d never had so many people staring at her with such animosity, and she found herself involuntarily shrinking back from the angry faces at the bar.  
 
    Leo wouldn’t let her step back completely though. He held her hand firmly, and in a loud strong voice he explained why Isa had come, carefully emphasizing how she had broken him out of the cages for this task. As he spoke, the anger in the faces all around her slowly began to fade.  By the end of Leo’s explanation, a few people were even clapping. Isa had never seen a crowd’s emotions turn so quickly, but it was clear that the people here loved Leo and trusted him.  
 
    “Well, then!” a loud voice from behind the bar called out. “I think this calls for two beers for Leo and Princess Isadora. On the house.” 
 
    “I won’t say no to a beer, Axel,” Leo said with a wink at the loud man. “And I’ll take some food, too, if you’ve got any to spare. Gilt Hollow has been trying to starve us all out.” 
 
    “Please, everyone, just call me Isa,” Isa said as the volume in the room started to rise again. She wasn’t sure if anyone had heard her, but at least she’d tried. Leo started walking toward the bar, still holding her hand. She went with him, nervously glancing around at the faces of people who less than ten minutes ago had looked like they wanted to murder her. Now, everyone was smiling, and Isa relaxed. 
 
    “Vinny!” Leo shouted over the crowd, never slowing his pace as he walked. “Come on over. I’ve got a job for you.” 
 
    Vinny turned out to be the man in Bear Hollow who knew a thing or two about explosives. Leo asked him if he could make something strong enough to destroy at least a good portion of the Emperor’s palace, and Vinny nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “I can do that for sure. Yessir. But I’ll need a few hours. Can you two wait a few hours before heading back through the tunnel?” 
 
    Leo exchanged a glance with Isa. Isa shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll wait as long as we have to. We’re in too deep to back out now.” 
 
    Vinny nodded, his head bobbing up and down wildly with excitement. “Good, good! I’ll get to work on it right away then. You two sit and eat. Take your time, and then come by my house in about, say, three hours. Hopefully I’ll be done by then.” 
 
    “Alright, Vinny. Thanks a million. We owe you.” Leo pulled him into a big bear hug and gave him a couple hearty slaps on the back for good measure. 
 
    “Just doing my part for the revolution,” Vinny said, giving them a small salute before disappearing in the direction of the exit door.  
 
    “What do you think?” Isa asked when the man was gone. “Can he really do it?”  
 
    “Vinny doesn’t pull any punches. If he says he can, then he can. For now, let’s try to relax a bit. Have you ever had beer?” 
 
    Isa wrinkled her nose. “No. We don’t drink beer in Gilt Hollow, and everyone has always told me that it’s disgusting.” 
 
    “I know it’s not common in Gilt Hollow, but how have you never tried it? It’s not disgusting at all. Try it.” Leo pushed the full mug of beer that Axel had poured for Isa closer to her. She didn’t really want to try it, but she didn’t want to be rude, either. So she took one small tentative sip. 
 
    “Hey, that’s not so bad,” she admitted. 
 
    “Told you!” Leo grinned and dug into a pile of mashed potatoes on his plate. Axel had brought out two plates piled high with mashed potatoes, roasted carrots, and deer meat sausages. Isa wasn’t hungry, since she’d had a huge dinner before coming to break Leo out of the cages, so she gave her plate of food to Leo. He had already wolfed down his plate and was working on hers now.  
 
    Poor guy. I can’t believe they’ve been starving him like this. Isa thought of all the other shifters still caged up and starving back in Bear Hollow, and she felt anger boiling up within her. In that moment, she made a decision that she knew could cost her everything. But she didn’t care. She couldn’t bear the thought of sending Leo back to a cage. She knew he was planning to go back, so that she would be protected and wouldn’t get in trouble for the fact that he was missing. But she didn’t care anymore if she got in trouble. She didn’t care what her dad did to her. She wasn’t sending Leo back to that cage. It wasn’t right.  
 
    “Leo, I want you to stay here when I go back to Gilt Hollow.” 
 
    Leo paused with a bite of mashed potatoes in mid air. “Huh?” 
 
    “Stay here. Don’t go back to that cage and starvation.” 
 
    “But…your father. The guards will tell him and then…” 
 
    “And then what? My father will be angry with me? He’ll disown me? He’ll throw me in a cage? I don’t know what he’ll do, and frankly I don’t care anymore. After I blow up half the palace, what am I supposed to do anyway? Go back to living as a Gilt Hollow princess? Even if they don’t find out it was me…it would be weird.” 
 
    Leo gave her a long hard look, as though it had never occurred to him that she wouldn’t continue being a Gilt Hollow princess when all of this was said and done. “So where will you go?” 
 
    Isa looked down at her hands, not sure how to answer. Originally she’d thought she would go away to another human city—any city that was far, far away from here. But she was suddenly having a hard time with the idea of leaving Leo behind. What had his kiss meant? Was he just feeling overly friendly because he was grateful for her help with the revolution? Had he gotten a little carried away with the emotions of the day? 
 
    No. It was more than that and she knew it. There was some sort of spark between them. A spark that she’d felt from the first moment her eyes met his back in the room of cages. A spark that was slowly turning into a flame.  
 
    “I thought I might stay in Bear Hollow,” she said. Then quickly added, “That is, if you think your people would let me.” 
 
    Leo’s jaw dropped. “I think you’ll find them pretty accepting of you if you really do manage to blow up the palace. But Isa, you realize that living here would be completely different from living in Gilt Hollow, right? We shifters have next-to-nothing.” 
 
    “You have each other. And really, I don’t care about all the stuff that we have in Gilt Hollow. The clothes, the jewelry, the food…all of it is over the top. I’m so tired of that life.” 
 
    Leo sat back and stared at Isa with those intense, green eyes that seemed to see right through her. “You’re serious, huh?” 
 
    “Dead serious.” 
 
    He groaned. “Please don’t use the word dead. Not with all the risks we’re taking tonight.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve lived my whole life playing by the rules. It’s time to take risks. It’s time to do what’s right. I’m only sorry I didn’t stand up to my father sooner.” 
 
    Leo nodded. “Well, now is as good a time as any to start standing up to the Emperor. And I’m glad you’re helping us. But I’m not going to stay here in Bear Hollow while the other shifters are still starving to death in those cages.” 
 
    Isa felt fear gripping her heart. “Don’t go back in the cage! What are you proving by going back to starvation? Stay free. You could do so much more good that way.” 
 
    Leo grinned at her. “Oh, I’m not going back in the cage. If you don’t mind getting in trouble for the fact that I’m missing, I think I’ll just go back and make sure that everyone is missing.” 
 
    A slow smile started to spread across Isa’s face. “You’ll set the others free, too? But will you be able to get past the guards?” 
 
    “I’ll get past them alright. Those guards are slow and bumbling, and if I take them by surprise, which shouldn’t be hard to do, I’ll be able to easily get by.” 
 
    “And what will you do when all the shifters are free?” 
 
    Leo shrugged. “Depends on Otto. I’ll let him make that call. Maybe come here. Maybe fight in Gilt Hollow. I’ll make sure no one hurts you, though.” 
 
    Isa smiled sadly. “That’s nice. Too bad you can’t protect me from my father.” 
 
    A strange, angry look came over Leo’s face. “I’ll give my life to protect you, Isa. I swear it. I don’t know how much I can do against the Emperor, but whatever I can do, I’ll do.” 
 
    The intensity in his eyes and voice made it hard for Isa to breathe. She’d never had a man look at her that way, and she didn’t know how to respond. Her whole body filled with an unmistakable heat, and she wished he would kiss her again. Not just a quick kiss on the lips but a real, deep kiss.  
 
    What was wrong with her? She was wishing for something she had no right to wish for. Her people had oppressed Leo and his people for centuries. She couldn’t expect him to truly care for her. Sure, he was probably grateful for her help in taking down the Gilt Hollow Empire, but those feelings wouldn’t last forever. Eventually this war was going to be over, one way or another, and those feelings were going to fade.  
 
    Leo had finished his second plate of food now, and in his happy, full state he seemed oblivious to the internal war going on in Isa’s heart. He looked over at her, grinned, and asked, “Do you want to go see my house?” 
 
    “You have a house here? I thought you were only fifteen when you left?” 
 
    “I was. But a few years ago I decided to pay some shifters to build a house for me here. It was a gesture of faith that I would be moving back here one day, and it looks like that faith might finally be paying off. In the next few days I’m either going to die fighting this revolution, or escape to Bear Hollow.” 
 
    Isa blinked a few times. She hated it when he talked about dying, but she didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t sound childish. He was risking his life, and there was a good possibility he would lose it. Gilt Hollow had been weakened by the poisoning of its army, but the city still had massive resources. It was still going to be hard to bring the regime down.  
 
    “So…is that a yes?” Leo asked, tilting his head to one side. Isa realized she was losing herself in her thoughts, and snapped back to reality. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Good. I’d like to go look at the place anyway. Just in case I do die and this is my last time in Bear Hollow. I’d like to see it one last time.” 
 
    Isa groaned. “I wish you’d stop talking about dying.” 
 
    “Well, it’s hard not to think about the possibility. But come on. We still have a little while before Vinny will be ready for us, and this bar is gonna be closing soon anyway.” 
 
    Isa looked around, surprised to see how much the crowd had dwindled. Leo followed her gaze as he stood and offered her a hand to help her off the barstool.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s clearing out. You should see this place on a Friday or Saturday night, though. It’s packed almost until dawn. Oskar and Zora would have been here if it was a weekend. I’m actually kind of surprised they weren’t here even though it’s a weekday. They’re here quite a bit.” 
 
    Isa shrugged. She was secretly glad that Oskar and Zora weren’t here. This place was overwhelming enough as it was without having to see people who used to be part of her life back in Gilt Hollow. Zora was so much stronger than Isa had ever been, and Isa was nervous to see how strong Zora would be now that she lived in Bear Hollow. Zora would probably judge Isa for not doing enough to stop the bloodshed going on between the shifters and full humans. 
 
    I’m doing something now, though. Isa chided herself not to be too hard on herself. What she was about to do, if it worked out, was a pretty big thing. Making the palace explode would make a big difference. 
 
    “Come on,” Leo said, leading her toward the exit. Several shifters waved goodbye to them as they left, but nobody said much. After Leo had convinced everyone that Isa wasn’t a threat and had come to help, people had gone back to their own conversations. As princess, Isa was rarely in a room where she didn’t feel like she was being constantly watched. Whether people liked her or hated her, she was always the center of attention. It was nice to not be seen as so important, for a change. 
 
    Leo weaved his way through the dirt roads of Bear Hollow until they were nearly at the opposite edge of town from the bar. He stopped in front of a hut that was significantly larger than the rest, then made an overly-dramatic, sweeping gesture with his hand. “Well, this is it. My own little palace. Please don’t blow this one up.” 
 
    He laughed at his awful joke, and Isa rolled her eyes at him. “It’s so big compared to most of the other houses we’ve seen.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I guess I figured it would be nice to have a family one day. If I was dreaming about coming back to Bear Hollow one day, I might as well dream about having a family, too, eh? And that family would need a bit of space. Since I was making a pretty decent salary working for the Seversons, I could afford to build a bigger house than most of the shifters here. And a house seemed like as good a way as any to spend my money.” 
 
    Isa stepped toward the front door and ran her fingers over the thick wood. This place was rustic compared to anything in Gilt Hollow, but the workmanship and materials were good. Leo had made sure his house was the best Bear Hollow had to offer, and Isa’s heart ached for him as she looked it over. Would he ever have a chance to live here? 
 
    “Do you still want a family?” she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper. But in the stillness of the night, he heard her loud and clear.  
 
    “I’d love a family. But I have to survive this revolution before I can think about things like that. Having a family requires finding a woman to love, and that’s been hard to do while locked in a cage, or while being forced to serve as a guard for the Severson family. It’s been a slow couple of decades for me on the romance front.” 
 
    You could love me. The thought crossed Isa’s mind without warning, and she felt herself blushing as deeply as though she had said the words aloud. What was wrong with her? She and Leo were from two different worlds, worlds that were at complete odds with each other. He might feel something for her, yes. He’d kissed her and held her hand after all. But Isa knew better than to read too much into his actions. He was caught up in the adrenaline of the night, and if this war did end, he was going to want to settle down with a nice shifter girl from his clan. He wasn’t going to be interested in a washed up princess from the city all the shifters hated. 
 
    So Isa bit her tongue and didn’t say anything. She could not ignore how attracted she felt to him, or how her heart beat faster every single time he stepped closer to her. But she could not imagine that he felt as strongly for her as she did for him. Besides, even if he did, what future could they have together? Their worlds were so different, and everything was so uncertain right now. 
 
    “I’d love to see the inside,” Isa said with a bright smile, trying to cover over the turmoil of emotions swirling within her.  
 
    Leo grinned. “Come on. I’ll give you the grand tour.” 
 
    He pushed the door open and stepped inside, flipping a light switch and pausing to wait. A couple of long seconds passed by before a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling in the middle of the room reluctantly flickered to life.  
 
    “Woohoo, the electricity’s working tonight,” Leo exclaimed. “I’d say about fifty percent of the time when I turn that switch on, nothing happens.” 
 
    Isa shook her head in wonder. She couldn’t imagine living somewhere with unreliable electricity, but perhaps she should start imagining it. Gilt Hollow was going to be facing a breakdown of its infrastructure if Bear Hollow had its way. And the way things were going, it looked like Bear Hollow might just have its way. 
 
    Isa looked around the small house with wonder. The front door opened into a large main room that served as the kitchen, living room, and dining room. A rope ladder led to a loft, and then one door led to what must have been a bedroom.  
 
    Leo watched Isa gazing around and began to explain. “The loft is usually used as a sleeping area for children. Right now, it’s pretty empty. The door goes to a bedroom. Here, I’ll show you. I have the finest pine straw mattress you can get in Bear Hollow, but I’ve never slept on it.” 
 
    Leo pushed the door to the bedroom open, revealing a room with nothing more than a large mattress inside. Huge windows faced out toward the woods, and Isa imagined this room must have quite a view during daylight hours. Right now, though, all she could see was the faint, shadowy outlines of trees.  
 
    “It’s a nice place,” she said sincerely. 
 
    Leo let out a long sigh. “Yeah. But sometimes I wonder if building it was a good idea. Perhaps I was too ambitious, thinking I’d ever get to spend time here.” He stepped into the room and flopped backwards onto the bed. Isa could hear the pain in his voice, even though he did his best to hide it. And suddenly, anger rose within her. Anger at her father, and at all the nobles in Gilt Hollow who had forced the shifters to live such poverty-stricken, uncertain lives. Leo’s one bedroom hut, with its single light bulb, was a mansion by Bear Hollow standards. But in comparison to what most in Gilt Hollow had, this house wasn’t good for much more than perhaps a doghouse.  
 
    Gingerly, Isa came to sit on the edge of the bed. She wanted to feel what a pine straw mattress felt like. She’d never heard of such a thing. In fact, she was learning so much tonight about shifters and how they lived. She had always had a sense that the shifters lived very differently from her, but seeing in person how different things were was a bit of a shock. 
 
    To her surprise, the pine mattress was surprisingly soft. She bounced a few times as she sat on it.  
 
    “It’s not half bad,” she mused.  
 
    Leo chuckled. “Of course it’s not. Pine straw makes a great bed. The only problem is the pine straw itself can be kind of scratchy. If you put good blankets over it, like I have, that solves the problem. Of course, not a lot of people in Bear Hollow have good blankets. Blankets are expensive, so most buy cheaper ones to save money. I’ve always had plenty of money, since I was forced to work as a guard in Gilt Hollow. But it didn’t matter, did it? I have all this nice stuff and I can’t ever use it. I’ve never slept in this bed for more than a quick nap.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Isa said. The words felt hollow and empty, but what else could she say?  
 
    “It’s not your fault. Here, see how comfortable it is when you’re actually lying down.” Leo pulled her backward so that she was now lying on her back across the bed instead of sitting on the edge of it. She had to admit that it was much softer than she would have expected.  
 
    “Wow, not half bad.” 
 
    “Right?” Leo said, pride filling his voice.  
 
    She looked over at him, startled to realize that his face was only about a foot from her own. They were lying side by side on the bed, so close that he could have easily reached out and put his arms around her. The moment felt very intimate, even though they weren’t actually touching. Isa could feel herself starting to blush again, and she was glad for the relative darkness of the room. The air between them crackled, and Isa wondered whether he felt the same pounding excitement in his chest as she did in hers. Even in the darkness, she could see how serious his eyes had become.  
 
    “This is crazy,” he said in a low, husky voice. The tone of it sent shivers of delight up and down Isa’s spine. 
 
    “What’s crazy?” She had a good idea what he was going to say, but she was too nervous to let herself believe it. 
 
    “It’s crazy that I’m lying here in my Bear Hollow house with the Gilt Hollow Princess. Who would have ever thought that Princess Isadora would ever come to Bear Hollow, let alone to my house? And more than that, who would have thought I’d be so happy about it. You’re supposed to be the enemy, you know? But you’re not. You want to help the shifters. And that boggles my mind. Princess Isadora wants to help the shifters!” 
 
    Isa shrugged, slightly raising the one shoulder that wasn’t pressed against the bed. “I don’t want to be Princess Isadora. I just want to be Isa. Honestly, there’s a big part of me that wants to just stay here, hiding in this house forever so that I never have to go back to Gilt Hollow.” 
 
    “Life here is tough,” Leo warned. “Tougher than you can realize from spending a few hours at the bar and at my posh house. I know this house probably doesn’t seem posh to you, but for Bear Hollow standards, it is.” 
 
    “I don’t care about big houses or lots of stuff. I’ve had all of the material things I could possibly want for my entire life, and none of it has ever made me happy. I’ve always been lonely and felt like an outsider. People were friends with me, sure. But only because I was the princess. No one ever cared about me for me. And I always felt uncomfortable with the way shifters were being treated but I was never brave enough to do anything about it, which left me feeling even more like an outcast.” 
 
    “You’re doing something now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Hopefully. I hope this plan actually accomplishes something.” 
 
    “It will. If nothing else, it’s given you a chance to finally be true to yourself. And that’s important. Take it from someone who has had to spend the last two decades pretending to care about the well-being of the Severson nobles, when all I really wanted was to come back to Bear Hollow. It’s hard to live every day of your life as someone you’re not.” 
 
    Isa considered his words. He was right. Even though she was nervous that she was going to get caught fighting against her father, she felt happier now than she had in a long time. A lot of it had to do with the fact that everyone in Bear Hollow had accepted her so readily. People here seemed to care about your actions, not your wealth or title. And she loved that. 
 
    And then there was Leo. She’d be lying if she said that the happy feeling she had right now wasn’t at least partially related to him. She realized that she barely knew him, and yet she felt that she knew him better than many people whom she’d known for years. Perhaps it was because she’d shown him her true self, something she wasn’t sure she’d ever shown to any man before. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    He tilted his head slightly sideways. “For what?” 
 
    “For letting me be me. For seeing me as Isa, and not just as the evil Emperor’s daughter.” 
 
    A smile spread across his face. “I was never a big fan of Princess Isadora, but I have to say I like Isa quite a bit.” 
 
    Isa felt a little thrill of happiness go through her. “Oh yeah? How much do you like Isa?” 
 
    “This much.” 
 
    He leaned toward her and kissed her again. This time it was much more than a quick peck on the lips. He pressed his lips hungrily against hers, and then, when she moaned slightly in happiness, he pushed his tongue into her mouth. 
 
    Yes, Isa thought. I definitely like being Isa better than being Princess Isadora. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Leo was pretty sure he had lost his mind, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. He should be getting ready to head over to Vinny’s house right now. He should be making last minute plans with Isa on how to sneak the bomb into the palace. But instead, he was lying on his bed kissing her like they were a couple of teenagers.  
 
    This is crazy. Isa was from the most hated family in Gilt Hollow. Yes, she was different from the rest of her family, and she was helping the shifters resist. But she was still the daughter of the Emperor who had nearly starved all of the shifters to death last winter. Was he really falling for her? 
 
    She is not her father. It’s not fair to judge her based on his actions. It was true. Leo shouldn’t be making any judgments about her, good or bad, based on what her father had done. He should be looking at what she had done. And her actions had all been to help his people.  
 
    Why shouldn’t he fall for her? 
 
    Kissing her now was like letting a flood of emotions break through a dam. He had held back so much of what he felt, thinking that attraction to Isa couldn’t possibly lead to any sort of realistic relationship. But when she started talking about how much better she liked Bear Hollow, he had let himself start to wonder. Was it possible that she might one day want to live here? That she might actually be able to live here? The revolution was coming to a head. The shifters were either going to break free or be hopelessly crushed in the next few weeks, if not days. Things could not keep going as they had been. And if the shifters managed to break free, then Isa could live wherever she wanted, right? She could live in Bear Hollow, with him. 
 
    He was jumping way ahead of himself, he knew. It didn’t make sense to go from physical attraction, no matter how intense that attraction was, to dreaming about spending your life with a woman. But with Isa, Leo couldn’t help it. His whole being felt like it was drawn to her. Not just his body, but his soul and emotions, too. If he didn’t know better he’d say he was falling in love with her. But you couldn’t fall in love with someone you barely knew.  
 
    Could you? 
 
    If the way Leo’s heart was pounding right now was any indication, he was falling, and falling fast. He’d watched Isa from afar during his years in Gilt Hollow, and he’d always thought she seemed shy and reserved. Now he realized that she’d probably been holding back because she didn’t agree with the way her family was acting. In reality, she was bubbly, fun, clever, and passionate.  
 
    And right now, she was definitely not acting shy. She had wrapped her arms around his neck, and her tongue was as deep in his mouth as his was in hers. She was giving free reign to a lot of emotions that she had clearly been keeping pent up.  
 
    Should we be doing this? Leo found that he didn’t care what they should be doing. All he cared about right now was how amazing Isa felt. In these uncertain times, one never knew if there would be a tomorrow, or if you would make it through the next battle that popped up. It was important to grab onto moments of happiness when you could, and Leo was determined to grab onto this moment. So, it seemed, was Isa. 
 
    He gave himself over to the pure ecstasy of being in her arms, and of kissing her soft lips. She arched her back as she tried to press even closer against him, and Leo felt a fresh thrill going through his body. Between his legs, he was growing stiff and hard. Could Isa feel his erection? Was she happy to feel his desire for her, or would she think things were going too far, too fast? 
 
    Suddenly, Leo didn’t care. He wanted her, and he was going to show her. He had spent too much of his time over the last decades acting soft. He had deferred to the Seversons because he knew if he didn’t that they would come to Bear Hollow and hurt his parents. He had grown soft. It was time to change that. It was time to reawaken the bear within him, and set loose the mighty alpha grizzly that he knew was still in there somewhere. 
 
    That grizzly wouldn’t have been afraid to show a woman how much he wanted her, and Leo was going to show Isa just how much he desired her. He rolled her onto her back, rolling himself over so that he was on top of her, his erection pressing through his clothes and against her legs.  
 
    “Mine,” he growled into her ear. She only trembled in response and kissed him harder. The audacity of what he was doing should have shocked him. After all, he was telling the Princess of Gilt Hollow that she belonged to him. What right did he have to claim her? 
 
    The right of a man in love. 
 
    That was enough. It was enough for her, and it was enough for him. They gave in completely to the desire that was coursing through both of their veins, growing hotter with each passing moment as their tongues danced.  
 
    Leo hadn’t necessarily intended to do more than kiss Isa, but now that he was on top of her, he had to have her. He growled again, and rolled off of her just enough so that he could reach the hem of her shirt and start tugging it up and over her head. She did not resist. 
 
    He kept going, pulling off layer upon layer of clothing. Her pants and then her underwear came off, as did his own shirt, pants and underwear. Within minutes, both of them were naked, trembling in each other’s arms as bare skin brushed against bare skin.  
 
    Leo hadn’t lit a fire in his small house’s fireplace, and normally the room would have felt cold on a night like tonight, especially once all clothing had been removed. But Leo was anything but cold right now. His whole body felt like it was on fire, and only growing hotter.  
 
    He took in the sight of Isa’s body as best he could in the shadowy darkness. It didn’t matter that there wasn’t much light. Even in the dimness, he could see that she was perfect. He shouldn’t have been surprised, really. After all, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, even when clothed. Why should her naked body be any different? But damn. He wouldn’t have thought it was possible for anyone to look quite that good, but Isa managed it. 
 
    Her skin was smooth as silk, and her perfect curves beckoned to Leo. He couldn’t keep his eyes off her full breasts, and for a moment he paused just to admire the way they rose and fell with her rapid breathing. Her nipples stood hard and alert, beckoning to him, and he could not resist. He moved his head so that it was even with her chest, and he took one of those perfect nipples in his mouth. The way she responded to him made his dick grow even harder, and he felt like he had solid rock between his legs. Isa arched her back and moaned, pushing her breast further into his mouth. He sucked and chewed and twisted at the nipple, earning several loud moans from Isa. He switched to the other nipple, and then back again, marveling all the while at how responsive she was to him. It was like the two of them together were dancing a dance they had been waiting all their lives to dance. They just hadn’t been able to until they found the right partner.  
 
    Leo knew for certain that he had found the right partner now. He abandoned all his worries over whether this was a smart move, and he let his primal instincts take over. He moved his face away from her nipples as he slid up so that his throbbing erection was positioned right above her entrance. Again, she did not resist. Instead, she reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. She wanted this just as much as he did.  
 
    With one swift, strong movement, he slid into her. He let out a moaning growl of his own as her inner walls enveloped his dick. She was so warm and wet and tight. The heat within her was almost too much to bear, and he felt like he was burning, but in the best possible way. He thrust as deep into her as he could, his breathing growing rapider by the second as pure ecstasy began to overtake him.  
 
    How was it possible for any one person to feel this good?  
 
    He rocked his hips against hers, moving back and forth within her. With every thrust, he felt like he was pouring out his soul to her. Could she hear the words his heart was crying out? That he loved her, cared about her, and was going to make sure she made it through all of this revolution craziness alive and well? 
 
    She was arching her back even harder now, and crying out his name with every panting breath. Her breathing grew faster and faster until finally, with one long, loud scream, she came. He felt her inner muscles clenching around him, squeezing him with such hunger and urgency that he himself could no longer hold back. He gave in to the deep, tingling pressure that had been building in his core, and he let his own release come. With a roar, he stiffened and then pulsed into her. Every part of his body was on fire as the two of them clung to each other, riding the waves of their release together.  
 
    For a long time after those waves had subsided, Leo still lay there with his arms around Isa and his dick deep inside of her. He was afraid this was the only chance he would ever have with her, and he never wanted the moment to end.  
 
    Eventually, though, he pulled back and sat up. The real world was waiting just outside the walls of this house, and both of them were going to have to face that world sooner rather than later. Beside him, Isa slowly sat up as well. Her hair, which had been in a neat, tidy bun earlier, was now spilling around her shoulders in wild, unkempt waves. 
 
    She smiled shyly. “I guess we have to go check on how Vinny is doing, huh?” 
 
    Leo nodded. “I don’t want to, though. I wish I could stay here with you forever.” 
 
    “I wish the same,” she said. The sincerity in her voice made him want to push her back down and begin making love to her all over again. But time was marching on, and if the two of them were going to get back to Gilt Hollow before dawn, they needed to get going. 
 
    Leo forced himself to stand and start gathering their clothes off the floor. There was so much he wanted to say to Isa, but he didn’t know where to start. Perhaps he should just start with the words “I love you,” but he didn’t want to totally freak her out. He was still contemplating whether he had time for as deep of a conversation as he really wanted when she spoke up. 
 
    “Do you regret what we just did?” 
 
    He paused in the middle of putting his pants on and looked over at her like she was crazy. “Hell no. Why? Do you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I…I feel happier and more contented right now than I ever have before. But I wasn’t sure if you…I mean…” 
 
    “Hey. Just spit it out. Just be honest with me. What’s bothering you?” 
 
    Isa took a deep shuddering breath. “I just wasn’t sure if maybe you might regret sleeping with someone from Gilt Hollow.” 
 
    Leo threw back his head and laughed. “Trust me, I was not thinking about where you were from at all when we were making love. I was only thinking about how good you felt and how damn sexy you are.” 
 
    She gave him a sheepish smile and then looked down at her hands in embarrassment.  
 
    “Besides,” Leo continued as he tossed Isa her shirt and then began pulling on his own shirt. “It doesn’t matter where you’re from. It matters what’s in your heart. And I’ve got to say, you have a good heart. Earlier tonight at the tunnel I was still worried that you might be tricking me into helping you lead a group from Gilt Hollow over here or something. I’m ashamed to even admit that now, because you’ve been so truly wonderful. You’ve shown that you’re committed to this crazy revolution, and to the shifters. I don’t think of you as some Gilt Hollow princess. I think of you as a friend and ally.” 
 
    “Just a friend?” her voice trembled as she asked the question. She hurriedly started pulling on her shirt, as though using the action as an excuse to not have to look Leo in the face when he answered. In response, he walked over to her and waited until she was done messing with the shirt. Then he reached for her chin and used his hand to gently tilt her head up so that she was looking at him. 
 
    “Much, much more than just a friend.” His voice was husky with emotion, but he didn’t care. Let her see just how emotional it made him to think of her. He was not ashamed of how deep his love for her went. And he didn’t care if they were running short on time. He was going to explain to her now just how much she meant to him.  “Have you ever heard the term ‘lifemate’ before?” 
 
    She shook her head no. 
 
    “I thought not. I doubt that the Gilt Hollow citizens marry for love very often.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” she said with a bitter edge to her voice. “It’s all about uniting the wealth and power of two families to make one or both families even more powerful than before. Who has energy to care about things like love?” 
 
    “Well, shifters care very much about love and destiny. We believe in what we call ‘lifemates.’ What that means is that each shifter has someone who they are destined to be with from the moment they’re born. It’s kind of like the idea of a soulmate, but much deeper than that. The first time a shifter makes love to his or her lifemate, a lifemate bond is formed. That bond is unbreakable, and ties those two hearts together for life.” 
 
    Isa was sitting up straight, her eyes widening. “Did you…did you…” 
 
    Leo smiled. The poor girl couldn’t even bring herself to ask the question. “Did I feel that bond with you? Yes, I did. It feels like a deep, burning warmth in your core, and I definitely felt it.” 
 
    Isa’s mouth dropped. “I felt a warmth like that, too.” 
 
    Leo let out a sigh of happy relief. “Then you felt it, too. That bond means we’re destined for each other. It’s crazy to think that fate gave me a lifemate from Gilt Hollow, but it’s not like it hasn’t happened before. Oskar and Zora are lifemates. I guess sometimes in love, what binds you together is more important than your differences.” 
 
    “You and I are fated for each other? Really?” Isa was shaking her head slowly, clearly having a hard time processing all of this.  
 
    “You’ll have to decide for yourself whether you believe in the lifemate bond, and whether you think I am truly your destiny. But I can tell you that after making love to you, I’m certain that you’re my lifemate. I didn’t expect it. I thought you were just a beautiful, clever woman whom I was lucky enough to make love to on the eve of a big revolution. Of course, I wanted more than just one night, but I would never have dared hope for more with a woman as amazing as you.” 
 
    “Really?” Isa sounded surprised. “I think you’re the amazing one.” 
 
    Leo’s heart warmed as he smiled down at her. “I’m glad you think so, but you’re wrong. You’re way more amazing. And I love you. I know it’s crazy to say that, but it’s true. I love you. And whatever you feel or don’t feel about me, I can tell you this: I’m going to spend the rest of my life loving you and protecting you, whether or not you ever love me back. There is no one else for me but you, from this day forward.” 
 
    Isa blinked at him several times, her eyes wide with wonder. For a few moments, Leo thought that he had freaked her out, and that she was going to run off into the woods in terror. But then, she smiled.  
 
    “I love you, too,” she said. 
 
    And in that moment, life truly was perfect. It didn’t matter how much hardship still lay ahead of them. It didn’t matter that the shifter resistance was going to have to take some big, dangerous steps if the shifters were going to survive. All that mattered was that against all odds, Isa loved him. 
 
    Leo didn’t want to die anytime soon, but tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed to anyone. And at least now he knew that if he did die in the revolution, he would die a happy man. He had found the love of the most wonderful woman there would ever be.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure this is safe to carry around?” Isa asked, looking down doubtfully at the small box full of fuses and wires. 
 
    Vinny laughed. “Yup, it’s safe to carry. I’d just recommend against dropping it.” 
 
    Isa winced. She didn’t think that joke was all that funny. She’d rather not think about the possibility of accidentally blowing herself up. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough, Vinny,” Leo said as he too looked down at the box. “I knew I could count on you to rig together something at the last minute.” 
 
    Vinny laughed again, his loud guffaws filling the room. Isa had no idea how he could sound so jolly in the middle of such serious times. But all of the shifters in Bear Hollow seemed to be much more relaxed than Isa would have expected. They were frustrated, sad, and angry, of course. But they were also hopeful and optimistic about the future. It was another reason Isa wanted to move to Bear Hollow. This place felt so much more alive and more genuine than Gilt Hollow. 
 
    Not to mention, Isa now had a shifter lifemate. 
 
    Lifemate. She turned the word over and over in her mind, relishing the sound of it. She had never believed true love would find her. In fact, she had wondered if true love actually existed. But she had no doubt in her mind that what she felt for Leo, and what he felt for her, was real. He was her destiny. How had she gotten so lucky? 
 
    Now, all she had to do was help the shifters end the Gilt Hollow regime, and she and Leo could live together happily ever after.  
 
    Easier said than done. 
 
    Isa and Leo bid goodbye to Vinny, and Isa turned a worried eye up to the sky as they started walking back toward the tunnel that would take them back to Gilt Hollow. It was about four in the morning. The sky was still dark, for now. But it wouldn’t be too long before streaks of dawn started to blaze across the sky. Isa had to get to the palace and set off the explosion before everyone in the palace woke up. If she did this while everyone was still sleeping, she could avoid accidentally killing anyone. No one ever slept in the west wing of the palace, and since everyone was short on guards these days, the west wing was not even patrolled at night. The Emperor’s guards who had managed to survive the poisoning fiasco all concentrated on guarding the east wing, where the royal family slept.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m doing this. Isa’s thoughts grew troubled as they crossed the tunnel and entered the Gilt Hollow forest. The bag that held the bomb Vinny had made was slung across her back, and it felt ten times heavier than it should have. Even though Isa knew she was doing the right thing, she couldn’t help but feel guilty. Her parents would never understand why she would do something like this. Her father truly believed that shifters were little more than animals, and he would never be able to understand why Isa would want to fight on the side of the animals.  
 
    Isa knew that trying to explain would be useless. The best she could hope for was that her father would never discover that it was her who had planted the bomb. The Emperor had talked about leaving Gilt Hollow and Bear Hollow behind if things got too bad. He’d suggested moving to another country far away, where he and the family could start over with a quieter life, far away from any shifter towns. Isa hoped he would flee, because then the shifters would finally be safe from him. But she knew she herself would not be fleeing. No matter how this war played out, Isa knew one thing for sure: she wasn’t leaving Leo behind. As long as he was alive, she would stay by his side. And she hoped he was going to be alive for a very, very long time. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Leo asked, his voice gravelly with exhaustion.  
 
    Isa looked up and nodded. “Is this where we part ways?” 
 
    “I think it’s for the better. You’d have to backtrack too much to get to the Arena with me. The faster you can get back to the palace, the better.” 
 
    Isa nodded wearily. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay, breaking into the cages all by yourself? I know the guards there aren’t that great, but still. There are a lot of them.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I promise. Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself. Promise me you’ll get in and out of that palace as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I promise.” Isa had originally planned to plant the bomb and then sneak over to her room in the east wing to act like she’d been sleeping, but Leo had begged her not to do that. He didn’t want her to take any chances that the bomb would do more damage than they thought, and she might get caught in the explosion. Vinny had assured them that the explosion shouldn’t be that big, but Leo was still worried. Isa had agreed to hide in the woods at least until the initial blast was over. Then she would try to sneak back into the crowds that were sure to be gathering outside the palace, acting like she’d been there all along. She wasn’t sure how well this plan would work, but there was only one way to find out. She took a deep breath, and stood up on tiptoe to give Leo a kiss on the lips.  
 
    “You be careful too,” she said.  
 
    “I will. I’ll see you soon. Don’t worry. And I love you.” 
 
    She sighed. “I love you, too.” 
 
    And then, he was gone, disappearing into the forest as silently as a shadow. Isa forced herself to turn and walk toward the palace. Every step she took felt like it required an enormous amount of effort. Her shoes might as well have been full of lead, and she wondered if she really had the strength to do what she needed to do.  
 
    “I’ve come this far,” she whispered to the forest. “I can finish this.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the palace came into view up ahead. It loomed large in the pre-dawn sky, and Isa thought for a moment about how strange it was that if everything went as planned, this was the last time she would ever see the outline of the palace against the sky like that. Somehow, that realization gave her courage, and she quickened her step. 
 
    She walked straight to the front entrance of the palace and nodded politely at the guards. The expressions on their faces told her that they were surprised to see her out and about at this hour, but none of them said anything. They were used to Isa doing weird things, and knew better than to annoy the princess with questions. 
 
    Isa made her way into the expansive front hall of the palace. Looking around quickly to make sure no patrolling guards were watching her, she scurried down the hallway that led to the west wing of the palace. She’d made it several yards when she realized that she should probably change into pajamas or a nightgown of some sort. If she was still wearing these clothes, which the guards had all seen her wearing when she came in a few minutes ago, it would look suspicious. They would think she had come in, planted the bomb, and run out. But if she was wearing pajamas later, she could claim that she had gone to her room to get a little bit of sleep after coming in. 
 
    Grunting in annoyance, Isa turned and headed toward the east wing. She scurried up three flights of stairs and down the long hallway where her bedroom was located, then gingerly put the bag with the bomb down on her bed. It made her nervous to even carry it over here, but she wasn’t going to leave it unattended anywhere, not even in the deserted west wing. With her luck, someone would find it and either report it as the bag Isa had been carrying, or accidentally set it off before they got the chance to report it. Isa honestly wasn’t sure which option was worse. 
 
    She tore off her clothes and then pulled on a frilly, sparkly nightgown. Almost all of her Gilt Hollow clothing sparkled, which she thought was ridiculous. She often felt like a disco ball in her over-the-top outfits, but her mother thought fashion was important and insisted that the royal family be dressed in all the latest trends. 
 
    Isa looked at herself in the mirror and frowned. “Maybe after tonight, I’ll never have to wear clothing from Gilt Hollow again,” she said to her reflection. Then, with hands that were shaking more than she’d like, she picked up her bag and carefully swung it over her shoulder. Dawn was coming quickly. Time to get this done. 
 
    She walked as quickly as she dared back to the west wing, glancing over her shoulder every few seconds in fear that she was being followed. She went all the way to the far end of the west wing and into a magnificent library where shelves of books went from floor to ceiling.  
 
    “Sorry, books,” she muttered up at the shelves. “I hate to ruin all of you, but it’s either destroy you or kill my family.” 
 
    With hands shaking so badly that she could hardly get the bag off her shoulders, she moved to the far corner of the library. She set the bag with the bomb down, took a deep breath, and then hit the button that Vinny had told her would activate the device. A soft beep sounded, and suddenly a five minute countdown appeared in red numbers on the side of the black box.  
 
    “Ok. Time to get out of here.” 
 
    Isa ran out of the library, down several flights of stairs, and out a side door. She hoped that no one would see her running, but she was too scared to slow down and check to see whether there were any guards around. She ran through the side gardens, which suddenly seemed ten times bigger than they had always been, and finally made it into the woods. There, she stopped to catch her breath for a minute, panting and gasping for air, before continuing to run. She didn’t know how many minutes it had been, but she was suddenly terrified that the explosion was going to be much, much bigger than she’d thought. What if she didn’t get far enough away?  
 
    She ran as fast as her legs would carry her, until she tripped over the stupid frilly edge of her nightgown and fell face first onto a big, prickly bush. Before she could even pull herself up again, the explosion came. It rocked the silence of the early morning, and Isa felt her eyes going wide. 
 
    What had she done? Had she killed anyone by accident? In a panic, she turned to run back toward the palace. For a few moments after the explosion stopped, everything seemed eerily quiet again. The only sound was the crunching of leaves underneath Isa’s feet. And then, the shouting started. Isa could hear guards yelling out orders, women crying, and the general hysteria as a crowd of servants gathered outside the palace. By the time Isa made it back to the huge front yard of the palace, everyone from inside had evacuated. The lawn was full of people staring up at the half-ruined palace. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Isa whispered as she slipped into the crowd, trying not to be conspicuous. “Vinny really knows his stuff.” 
 
    The explosion had done exactly what he’d said it would. The entire west wing of the building had collapsed, while the east wing was still standing, completely intact. The east wing wasn’t going to be standing long, though. The fire that the explosion had caused in the west wing was quickly spreading to the other half of the building.  
 
    The guards were yelling out desperately, trying to get water to stop the flames. But Isa knew they wouldn’t be able to keep a fire that size from destroying almost everything. The palace would be totally destroyed, and the Emperor would have no home.  
 
    Isa looked around for her father, and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw him. At least she knew he’d made it out. She might hate the man, but she could never have lived with herself if she’d killed him. He was still her father, after all.  
 
    Isa started to walk toward him, intending to shed a few tears and act as distraught as everyone else. But before she made it all the way to him, strong hands gripped her by the upper arm.  
 
    “You!” an angry voice yelled. “It was you!” 
 
    Isa looked up to see that one of the palace guards had grabbed a hold of her.  
 
    “Unhand me!” she shrieked. “I am the Princess of Gilt Hollow!” 
 
    “Not anymore! It was you who set off the bomb! I saw you sneaking over to the west wing and then running away to the forest a few minutes later. Your Highness! I have your daughter! She’s the one who did this!” 
 
    Isa watched in horror as her father turned to look in her direction, his eyes cold and angry. “Is this true, Isadora?” 
 
    Isa swallowed hard, then tried to speak. But no words came out of her mouth. Only a long, terrified scream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Luckily for Leo, he knew the inside of the Arena building well enough. He’d spent far too much time here, accompanying the Seversons or their shifter competitors to training events or Shifter Games matches, so it was relatively easy for him to find the room with the cages. When he came around the corner, he saw that the door was still not guarded. He had never quite understood why these idiot guards hadn’t stationed at least one watchperson outside the door, but he wasn’t going to complain. Their stupidity was going to help him and give him the advantage of surprise. 
 
    Leo crept quietly to the doorway, took a deep breath, and then made his move. There was no time to hesitate. He needed to finish his job here quickly so that he could get back to Isa. He’d tried to keep up a confident aura for her sake, but the truth was that he was worried that someone was going to figure out she had set the bomb and then try to kill her. The sooner he got back to her, the better.  
 
    In one swift movement, Leo threw open the door to the room and ran in, letting out a roar as he shifted into bear form. The guards, who had been lazily leaning against one of the cages, looked up in frozen shock. Their hesitation worked to Leo’s advantage, as he was nearly completely shifted into bear form by the time they reacted. 
 
    “Hey! Get back!” one of the guards yelled, raising his rifle. Leo ignored his order and swiped against the rifle with a giant grizzly paw, sending it flying across the room. There were three guards total, and the other two still had their guns. They raised them with trembling hands, and one even managed to get a shot off, although he forgot to aim before pulling the trigger. The shot ricocheted off the cement wall, thankfully into a cage that was empty.  
 
    “What in the world! How did he get in!” another guard yelled. Leo roared in anger and quickly knocked the guns out of the other two guards’ hands. At that point, the guards decided that their best option was to run. With cowardly shrieks, they made for the door to the room and took off as fast as their shaking legs would carry them.  
 
    Leo quickly shifted back into human form and grabbed the keys to the cages off a large hook by the door. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Otto said. “I wasn’t sure if I would ever see you again. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “A lot. I don’t have time to explain everything, but in a nutshell, the palace just exploded and if all goes as planned, the shifters are going to have their final showdown with Gilt Hollow today.” 
 
    “What? Really?” Otto’s eyes widened as he stepped out of the cage and into the hallway. 
 
    “Yes, really. I need to get to the palace because Isa might be in trouble, but I need your help to go back to Bear Hollow and round up everyone able and willing to fight.” 
 
    Otto narrowed his eyes at Leo. “You’re going to rescue Isa?” 
 
    Leo met Otto’s gaze with fiery, angry eyes. “Yes. I am. She’s the one who set off the explosion at the palace. She’s committed to helping us, so she deserves to be rescued. Not only that, but she’s my lifemate.” 
 
    “Your lifemate?” Otto looked more shocked than Leo had ever seen him. 
 
    Leo nodded and continued moving down the line of cages, freeing the remaining shifters. “I’m going after her,” he yelled over his shoulder. You guys go to Bear Hollow and tell them the time has come to fight. Gilt Hollow is going to be in more chaos today than it’s ever been. They’re completely vulnerable and confused, and we have to take advantage of that while we can. This could be our day.” 
 
    “Alright, man. I trust you. But don’t get yourself killed before I get back.” 
 
    Leo winked at Otto. “No promises. But I’ll do my best. Good luck to you.” 
 
    And then, Leo was running. He sped out of the Arena as fast as his legs would carry him, heading toward the palace. He could see smoke rising in the distance, and he could already hear the shouting coming from that same direction. Alarm bells were going off somewhere deep inside of him, and he instinctively knew it was the lifemate bond warning him that his lifemate was in trouble. Isa had been caught, he was sure of that. Now it was up to him to go set her free before those Gilt Hollow bastards did anything they would regret. Because one thing was certain: if anyone hurt Isa, Leo was going to make damn sure they regretted it.  
 
    Leo never slowed down as he came running up to the palace. The crowd outside was huge, and most of them were staring up at the burning building in horror. The flames looked like they were growing faster by the minute. One half of the building was almost completely ablaze, and it looked like it wouldn’t be too much longer before the other half followed suit.  
 
    Leo’s eyes scanned the crowd, desperately trying to find Isa. He should have been worried that someone would realize he was a shifter and try to attack him, but he couldn’t be bothered to think about possibilities like that right now. All he could think about was that he had to find Isa before something happened to her. Had they realized that she was the one who had planted the bomb? 
 
    He fought his way through the thick crowd, ignoring the annoyed protests from Gilt Hollow citizens whom he pushed out of the way. He had been trained to fade into the background in Gilt Hollow crowds, so that he would never annoy the oh-so-important Gilt Hollow citizens. But right now, he didn’t care about being nice. If all went as planned, this whole town was about to go down in flames anyway. The Gilt Hollow regime was ending. 
 
    Leo had almost forced his way to the front of the crowd now, but there was still no sign of Isa. He was beginning to panic, thinking that she wasn’t here or that someone had already hurt her, when his eyes finally landed on her back. Even from behind, he could not mistake her form. He knew it was her.  
 
    And he knew she was definitely in trouble.  
 
    The Emperor stood in front of her, his face flushed almost purple with anger. He was yelling at her, and although Leo couldn’t make out what he was saying from this distance, it didn’t take a genius to see that the Emperor’s anger was directed at Isa. The Emperor’s wife was there, too, looking frightened and wringing her hands in distress. At least a half-dozen guards surrounded the group, with swords drawn and at the ready—all pointed directly at Isa. Leo knew that if he wanted to have a chance at getting Isa out of here, he was going to have to make his move quickly. He would need to shift into bear form, run in there as quickly as he could and grab Isa, then run out as quickly as he could. He had to at least make it into the nearby woods before the crowd closed in on him, as it inevitably would. He could handle the six guards. It would be tough, but he could handle it. But if this whole crowd surrounded him, he might not be able to get away. There were too many of them for him to push back, even in bear form. 
 
    All Leo could do was try his best. His lifemate was less than a hundred feet away from him, and she clearly needed his help. He had to get her out of here. With a long, loud roar, he began to shift, even as he continued to run.  
 
    The crowd around him shrieked as they saw his human skin starting to thicken and morph into the thicker skin of a bear, with fur covering his body. His head became the giant head of a grizzly, complete with razor-sharp teeth, and his hands and feet became paws with long, piercing claws.  
 
    “It’s a shifter!” several voices yelled. “There’s a shifter here! He’s on the loose!” 
 
    Leo roared again, hoping that the sound would scare people enough that they would stand back from him. For a few moments it worked. Terrified men and woman backed away from the giant bear that had suddenly appeared in their midst, and little children shrieked as they caught sight of the grizzly.  
 
    But that brief reprieve only lasted a few moments. The guards around Isa and the Emperor heard the commotion and turned around, their eyes widening and then growing angry when they saw Leo’s bear racing toward them.  
 
    “Get that bear!” they yelled at the crowd. “Stop him now! That’s an order!” 
 
    Many of the Gilt Hollow citizens ignored the guards and continued to run away. But some of the people, conditioned for their entire lives to always obey the soldiers and guards, started to run back toward Leo. He made a mad rush forward, trying to get through the mass of bodies that was suddenly closing in on him. Isa turned around, trying to see what all of the commotion was about, and her eyes lit up when she saw him. She knew exactly who he was, even though she hadn’t had an opportunity yet to see him in bear form.  
 
    “Leo!” she yelled out. “Help me!”  
 
    The sound of her voice gave him the encouragement he needed to make the final push. He leapt forward, knocking over several men who stood in his way as though they were plastic bowling pins, and then he plowed through the startled guards. Luckily for Leo, the guards had been too shocked by his appearance to realize that they should probably turn their swords around to face toward the attacking bear instead of toward Isa. This allowed Leo to easily get past them and to Isa.  
 
    Isa acted remarkably calm, despite the terror in her eyes. As Leo ran toward her, she jumped onto his back in one swift movement, clearly understanding that they needed to get out of there, and fast. 
 
    The Emperor yelled at the guards, telling them to stop being idiots and to go attack Leo. The guards obediently sprang into action, slashing their swords in Leo’s and Isa’s direction. One sword managed to catch Leo across his back right leg, sending an instant shock of pain through his body, followed moments later by a warm, wet feeling of blood. Leo steeled himself against the pain and forced himself to run even faster. There would be time later to worry about pain and wounds. Right now, he needed to get out of here before Isa was wounded as well.  
 
    He hoped she hadn’t been wounded yet. He hadn’t heard her cry out, and she was still clinging to his back just as tightly as she had been at the first moment she had leapt onto him. Hopefully that meant that she had escaped the guards’ swords, and wasn’t in pain.  
 
    In less than a minute. Leo had managed to cross the rest of the yard and make it into the woods. He could hear the guards continuing to pursue him, but he knew now that he was going to make it. These fools probably wouldn’t be able to catch him now that they were in the woods. Leo was too fast, and his bear form was much more skilled at running through the forest than they were. Without the crowds to slow Leo down, the guards would have to rely on their own two feet to catch him. Their chances of doing that were low, and even if they did catch him, he could take them on.  
 
    Even wounded, Leo’s grizzly could handle a lot. These guards didn’t seem to have guns, so Leo wouldn’t have to dodge bullets, only swords. Swords he could handle. Spurred on by the realization that he was getting away, Leo picked up more speed than he would have thought possible. He ran deeper and deeper into the woods, without really knowing where he was going. All he knew was that he was getting further away from the threat to Isa’s life. That was all that mattered. 
 
    The sound of the guards’ footsteps behind him slowly grew fainter, until it disappeared altogether. For a few minutes after that, Leo continued to run as fast as he could, just in case. But eventually, he slowed to a jog and then to a walk. As the adrenaline of the moment wore off, he realized that the pain in his leg was growing worse. With a grunt, he stopped completely and lay down on the forest floor. Isa hopped off, then ran around to look at his face. She held his giant grizzly face in her hands, her eyes full of concern as they met his.  
 
    “Leo! Leo are you alright? You’re bleeding!” 
 
    He let out a small grunt, then wriggled a few steps back from her so that he could begin to shift back into human form. He couldn’t talk to Isa or properly assess the wound to his leg while he was still in grizzly form.  
 
    With a surge of power, he began the transformation back to a man. His thick bear fur disappeared, and his skin turned to human flesh again. His grizzly paws became hands and feet once again, and his head morphed back into the head and face of a man. 
 
    When he was fully human once again, he realized that the wound on his leg was much worse than he’d thought. It was bleeding profusely, and the pain throbbed incessantly.  
 
    “You’re really hurt!” Isa said, her voice shaking with emotion. She began to quickly tear off strips of fabric from the bottom of the long nightgown she was wearing, and used the fabric to fashion a makeshift tourniquet and bandages. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Leo wheezed out. “Hurts like hell, but it’s fine.” 
 
    “It’s not fine! You’ve lost a lot of blood! And the gash is pretty deep. You need stitches!” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m gonna get stitches anytime soon. The whole town is only going to get more chaotic. The shifters will be attacking within the hour, and I’m sure there will be people with wounds that need much more attention than mine. These strips of fabric will have to serve as bandages for now.” 
 
    Isa had tears running down her cheeks. “You saved my life! And now yours is in danger!” 
 
    Leo struggled to sit up. “I’m fine. Really. I’ve had days where I felt better, sure. But I’m not dying. How are you? You’re not wounded, are you?” 
 
    Leo scanned Isa, looking for any signs of blood. Her face and arms were quite scratched up, probably from riding through the forest at top speed. Leo hadn’t bothered trying to avoid the many branches and twigs in his way. He’d been far more concerned with trying to get away from the guards. Isa hadn’t complained, and he was sure she understood. Thankfully, those scratches seemed to be her only wounds. Her face was also covered with dark soot, which was likely residue from the smoke, but that could be washed off. She had made it away from the palace without any serious damage.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she assured him, although her voice still sounded shaky. “But man am I glad you came along when you did. I think those guards would have been happy if my father had ordered them to chop off my head right in the middle of the palace yard.” 
 
    Leo ran his fingers through his hair and shuddered. “I knew you were in trouble. I could sense it through the lifemate bond. But I still can’t believe the way your own father was yelling at you. Let me guess. They realized that you were the one who set the bomb?” 
 
    Isa nodded, tears filling her eyes. “One of the guards saw me going to the west wing and then running out of the exit not long before the explosion. He accused me of sabotaging the castle, and had just about convinced my father of it when you came along.” 
 
    Leo reached over and grabbed her hand, then pulled her close to him and wrapped his arms around her. “I can’t believe your father would consider chopping your head off. I mean, I shouldn’t be surprised, considering the way everyone in Gilt Hollow always acts. But still.” 
 
    Isa was crying now. Even though her face was pressed against his chest as they sat on the forest floor, keeping him from seeing her eyes, he could feel the wet tears against his bare skin.  
 
    “Well, I did blow up his palace,” she said. 
 
    “I suppose. It just baffles my mind how often people in Gilt Hollow seem to value their possessions over people.” 
 
    Isa shrugged, her shaking shoulders rising and falling in a motion of defeat. “My dad cares about me in his own way, I guess. But his kingdom has always been the most important thing to him. Anything or anyone that threatens his ruling power, even me, has to be destroyed as far as he’s concerned.” 
 
    “Sickening.” Leo didn’t know what else to say. He couldn’t imagine ever sacrificing the life of a family member for anything, not even an entire kingdom. Then again, he’d never understood how Gilt Hollow could be so obsessed with material things in the first place. He took a deep breath and tried to settle the anger that boiled within him. The battle with Gilt Hollow was far from over. He couldn’t afford to lose his temper when his fellow shifters needed him to be calm and cool. Hopefully there would be plenty of time later to process all of the emotions he felt. If everything today went as planned, Gilt Hollow’s reign of terror would be over by this time tomorrow. If everything didn’t go as planned, well…Leo didn’t even want to think about how the Gilt Hollow citizens would retaliate. There had been enough lives lost among the shifters already. If they kept losing shifters at this rate, their population was going to dip dangerously low. Bear Hollow itself might cease to exist. 
 
    “What happens now?” Isa asked, as though she could sense the uncertainty that Leo was feeling.  
 
    “Well, I freed all the shifters that were in the cages and explained to Otto what was going on. His plan was to head straight back to Bear Hollow to try to gather up any of the shifters there who are strong enough to come back to Gilt Hollow and fight. If the shifters can take advantage of all the chaos in the city right now, they might be able to end this war today. If that doesn’t happen, well…I don’t know if there will ever be hope for us. Today is the best chance we’ll ever have to bring down the regime. It’s now or never.” 
 
    Isa nodded slowly, pulling back a bit so that she could look Leo in the eyes. “What will you do? Please tell me you’re not planning to go back to Gilt Hollow and fight. You’re horribly wounded.” 
 
    Leo sighed. He should have known that Isa would protest. But he couldn’t hide in the forest while his fellow shifters fought the biggest battle of their lives. “I have to go, Isa. My leg is okay. It’s not pretty, but I’m a shifter. It’ll heal up fast. And my clan is depending on me. My first priority was getting you to safety, and now you’re safe. You’ll be fine out here in the forest, and now I need to go back to the battle.” 
 
    Isa narrowed her eyes at him. “If you’re going, I’m going. I’m not going to sit alone here in the forest like some damsel in distress while you run off and fight for Bear Hollow.” 
 
    I should have known better than to think she would patiently wait here while I go fight a war. Leo knew that it would be pointless to try to convince Isa to stay behind, but he still had to try. Whatever greeted them in Gilt Hollow wasn’t going to be a pretty sight, and he’d rather keep Isa far away from the bloodshed. 
 
    “Isa, you should stay here. Everyone knows that you’re the Emperor’s daughter, and that he wants you captured. You’ll be a prime target, which means you’re likely to be caught. And who knows what your dad will do with you if he catches you. He’s going to be even angrier with you now that you escaped. I’m sure he hasn’t forgotten in the last hour the embarrassment of his own daughter blowing up his palace and then escaping into the woods away from his guards.” 
 
    “I might be a target for Gilt Hollow, but I’ll also be a symbol that the Bear Hollow shifters can rally around. They know that I attacked the palace. They know I’m on their side, and that’s a huge boost to morale. I can give them the inspiration they need to finish this war once and for all.”  
 
    “Isa, you could be killed! I can’t bear the thought of that.” 
 
    “You could be killed, too. If you’re risking your life for Bear Hollow, I’m going to do the same. I love you too much to let you face this alone.” 
 
    Leo felt like his heart had stopped in his chest at her words. She loved him. She’d already told him that, of course, but the reminder sent a fresh wave of warmth across his whole body. And in that instant, he knew he shouldn’t be arguing with her not to go into Gilt Hollow. He needed to trust her that she could manage to keep herself at least reasonably safe. And he needed to let her have this chance to take a stand against Gilt Hollow. After the life she had lived, he knew this moment was important for her. He could not deny that to the woman he loved.  
 
    “Alright,” he said in a resigned voice. “Just promise me you’ll be careful, because I love you, too.” 
 
    “I promise,” she said, taking his face in her hands again. “Now let’s go kick some ass.” 
 
    They stood together to go face their fate. Leo only hoped that they would indeed be the ones kicking ass, and not the ones getting their asses kicked.  
 
    There was only one way to find out what the outcome would be. Time to go join the battle of the century.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The walk back to the city was much slower than the run out had been. Leo moved as quickly as he dared, but he didn’t want to go so quickly that he would miss it if there was someone from Gilt Hollow ahead of them in the trees. He felt a bit surprised that the guards had apparently not tried to follow his trail. He’d been bleeding profusely, and he’d been a giant grizzly crashing through the trees with abandon. It was easy enough to see where he had gone. There were gobs of blood and smashed tree branches everywhere.  
 
    And yet, the closer he got back to Gilt Hollow, the more convinced he was that the guards had given up and turned around. If they’d been attempting to follow him still, he would have run across them by now. That made him feel a bit better about walking back into the battle with Isa. The guards clearly weren’t that dedicated to killing Isa if they’d given up on following her so easily. But Leo still felt uneasy about what else he might find. As they came within a mile of Gilt Hollow, the air had become so smoky that it was hard to breathe. From here, it looked like the whole city must be on fire, and Leo wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. He wanted Gilt Hollow destroyed, of course. But he questioned the wisdom of fighting a battle in the middle of smoke so thick that it would be hard to see a few feet in front of him. 
 
    If any of the other shifters had similar doubts, it sounded like those doubts hadn’t kept them from attacking Gilt Hollow. The noise in the air was the only thing more startling than the smoke. Leo could hear shouting, screaming, and gunfire. He shivered, knowing that the gunfire was coming from the Gilt Hollow fighters. No one in Bear Hollow had guns.  
 
    “Shit,” Isa said as another round of gunfire sounded off. She had to know as well as he did that the noise didn’t mean anything good for the shifters. The two of them picked up their pace and broke into a full-on run. Leo figured the time had come to throw caution to the wind. If they hadn’t run across the guards by now, the guards were almost certainly back in Gilt Hollow. And if the sounds he was hearing were any indication, the shifters needed help. The decision was the right one. A few minutes later, Leo ran across an abandoned sword on the ground. He picked it up and inspected it, but there wasn’t much to learn. The sword was dirty, but not bloodied. It obviously belonged to one of the Gilt Hollow guards, but Leo had no idea why it had been abandoned in the middle of the trail. Had the guard been attacked and fled in terror, leaving his sword behind in order to run faster? There were no bodies around, so the guard hadn’t been killed. At least he hadn’t been killed on this part of the trail. 
 
    “Do you know how to swing a sword?” Leo asked Isa, holding the sword out to her hilt first. “You’re going to need a weapon of some sort if you’re going to fight in this battle.” 
 
    “I was trained in sword fighting from a young age,” Isa said as she took the sword and gave it a few experimental swings. “I’ve never used it in a real fight though.” 
 
    “Just pretend you’re in a practice match. Don’t think too much about the fact that you’re fighting real opponents this time. The general principles are the same whether you’re fighting a real or staged battle. Don’t panic and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Isa nodded, taking a deep breath as she swung the sword a few more times. “What about you? What will you fight with?” 
 
    “I’ll shift and use my bear teeth and claws. I can do more damage with them than with a sword. What I wouldn’t give to have a gun, though. But I guess we have to make do with what we have.” 
 
    “I’ll make do with this,” Isa said, her voice sounding a bit more confident. “Lead on.” 
 
    Leo led them the short, remaining distance to Gilt Hollow. As Leo had expected, the smoke was so thick by the time they emerged from the forest that Leo could hardly see his hand in front of his face. He grabbed onto Isa’s hand as they ran, in hopes that he wouldn’t lose her. But with every step he took, the noise of fighting was louder, and he knew that hoping not to be separated from Isa in the midst of this chaos was like hoping for the sun to rise in the west. So he stopped running and pulled Isa to a stop as well. He turned to face her, putting his face inches in front of her own so that she could see him.  
 
    “Listen, we’re going to get separated up here. It’s inevitable, and trying to stay together is only going to cause us to waste mental energy and focus that we should be spending on attacking the enemy.” 
 
    Isa’s eyes were full of terror, and watery from all the smoke. “So what are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying we should say our goodbyes now, because in the next minute or two we’re going to be pulled apart without a chance to actually say a proper goodbye.” 
 
    “O-okay.” She was trying to be brave, but even in the thickness of the smoke she couldn’t hide her true feelings. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this, Isa.” Leo took her face in his palms and held on tight, willing her to make the right decision—willing her to turn around and run for safety. She had done enough for the shifters. She didn’t have anything to prove. She didn’t need to fight in this battle for anyone to believe that she was sincere about wanting the shifters to have their freedom.  
 
    But Isa stood up straighter and stuck out her chin stubbornly. “I want to do this. I’ll be careful. But I know that if I’m fighting for the shifters, that I’m fighting on the right side. I truly believe that destiny will protect me. And if not, well, at least I’ll die with a clean conscience.” 
 
    Leo nodded. He knew arguing would be a waste of time, and they didn’t have time to waste right now. “Okay. Well then, I’ll see you on the other side. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” Her voice was barely audible over the noise of the battle that seemed to be growing ever louder around them. Leo leaned in and kissed her lips, savoring their softness and sweet taste. He prayed that this was not the last time he would have a chance to kiss her. Their life together was just beginning. He could not lose her now. He would not lose her now. But as much as he wanted to hide her away and keep her safe, he knew that he had to let her breathe. He had to let her follow her heart, and if her heart was telling her to fight, then it was not up to him to stand in her way. He would stay close to her as long as he could, but he was not naïve enough to think that would be very long in a battle as crazy as this one.  
 
    Drawing himself up to his full height, he gave Isa’s hand one more squeeze, and did his best to smile encouragingly.  
 
    “I believe in you, Isa. You can do this. You’ll make it through.” 
 
    “I believe in you, too. We’ll both come out okay.” 
 
    She smiled at him, this time without fear, and he knew it was time.  
 
    “Here we go, once more into the breach!” he shouted, and then took off running, his heart filled with love and adrenaline. As worried as he was for Isa’s safety, he had to admit that nothing in the world was quite as thrilling as fighting for his freedom with the woman he loved fighting by his side.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Isa wondered if her throat was ever going to feel normal again. She had lost track of how long she’d been lost in the thickness of the smoke, but it had been long enough to make her hope she never encountered a situation like this again.  
 
    The noise around her was finally starting to die down, although there was still quite a bit of shouting somewhere off to her left. Isa drew on the last bit of strength she had and started to run toward the screaming. She couldn’t tell who was winning or losing this battle anymore, but she had promised herself that she wouldn’t stop fighting until the shifters had won or she was dead. Every muscle in her body ached, and she was sure the whites of her eyes must be completely red from smoke irritation. But she still had strength enough to swing a sword, so she was going to keep swinging it on behalf of the shifters. She owed them that much, after the way her family had treated them for generations.  
 
    Isa had managed to take out quite a few of the Gilt Hollow fighters, and to keep herself alive. But the fight had not left her unharmed. She had suffered quite a few punches and slashes from swords and daggers. Luckily, nothing seemed to have cut too deep, and she hadn’t lost a huge amount of blood. But the pain radiating across her body from the various wounds had been growing steadily, and Isa wondered how much more she could take before she was simply going to pass out from the overwhelm. 
 
    It doesn’t matter. As long as I can stay conscious and on my feet, I’ll keep fighting.  
 
    She hadn’t seen Leo since about the first thirty seconds of the battle. He had shifted into bear form as they ran toward the fighting, and Isa had thought that it would be easy to keep track of such a giant grizzly. But once Isa was in the midst of the battle, all she could see was a whirl of angry forms, shouting, punching, and slashing. Leo was lost in the chaos, and Isa knew that it would be a waste of energy to try to find him again. He’d warned her that they would be separated. She had to do her best to fight on her own.  
 
    And fight she did. Leo had been right about a real swordfight being pretty much the same as a staged one, as long as you didn’t let yourself think about it too much. Isa had always been decent at the practice fighting she’d done, and she kept telling herself this was just one more practice round. She’d held her own against men who were twice her size, and she’d taken down quite a few shocked attackers who hadn’t expected a girl to be able to best them so easily. Luckily for her, most of the people fighting didn’t even recognize her as Isadora Eastmore, daughter of the Emperor. The smoke was too blinding, and everything was in too much chaos for anyone to look closely enough to see who she was.  
 
    People were mostly surprised that she attacked at all, since pretty much all of the shifters had changed themselves into animal form. If there was a fighter in human form, that person was most likely from Gilt Hollow. Isa hadn’t seen a single shifter in human form in this battle since the moment Leo had shifted into his grizzly form, and she guessed the other Gilt Hollow humans had not either. That had probably saved her life on more than one occasion. No one with guns shot at her, because they assumed she was one of them. And those with swords didn’t usually attack her until she attacked them first. Once they realized she was fighting for the shifters, the Gilt Hollow fighters attacked her with gusto. But by then she’d had a chance to get the first move in. 
 
    How many more swings of her sword would she have to make before all of this was over, though? She was tired, and she desperately wanted to know whether Leo was okay. But still, the smoke and the shouting continued. Isa forced herself to keep running, and to think only of fighting the enemies who still lay ahead. If she started to overthink things, she was going to fall into despair.  
 
    Isa wasn’t sure exactly where she was, since the fires had destroyed so many buildings and made visibility so poor. But from the little bit she could see, she thought she must be somewhere near Gilt Hollow’s Central Square. Central Square was known for its glitzy, gold-plated statues and its oversized, decorative water fountain that shot water up fifty feet into the air. She couldn’t see any water now, but it was possible the fountain was malfunctioning amidst all this chaos. Someone might have destroyed a part of it that was vital to the operation of the fifty foot spout. Isa had seen several of the golden statues knocked over in the midst of the glittering streets, and she doubted anyone had dragged a statue very far, which meant they had been knocked over near here, placing Isa in Central Square.  
 
    Isa had never seen Central Square like this, though. Blood smears were everywhere, as were lifeless bodies. She tried not to stare at the still forms that littered the shiny roads made of glittering, gold-flecked cobblestones. Some were human bodies and some were shifters, but either way: the realization of how many people had given their lives today in this war shocked Isa to her core. This war was so unnecessary. If only her father had treated the shifters like people, everyone could have lived in peace and so many lives could have been saved.  
 
    It was too late for could-have-beens, though. Isa heard shouting, roaring and growling directly ahead of her, and she ran toward the sound, her hand on her sword and ready to fight. She wondered if Leo was up ahead, still fighting as well. Or was he already one of the lifeless bodies lying on the glittering, bloodstained ground? Isa gulped hard and forced away the thought.  
 
    Just focus on the fight at hand. That’s what Leo is doing, if he’s still alive.  
 
    Isa saw a group of Gilt Hollow guards up ahead, and with a loud, long scream she ran toward them, her sword outstretched and aiming straight for their hearts. The Gilt Hollow guards turned toward her through the smoky haze, and Isa could vaguely make out the expressions on their faces, registering shock. She felt a boost of confidence when she noted the fear in their eyes, and she braced herself for the moment when her sword would make contact with the first guard’s body. 
 
    But that moment never came. Before she reached the guards, she felt a sudden, sharp pain on the side of her head. Something had hit her, hard, and she lost her footing as she went tumbling toward the street. She had the horrible thought that she was about to join the rest of the lifeless bodies scattered across Central Square’s cobblestone roads, but before she had even hit the ground, everything went mercifully black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Leo was running through a mess of dead bodies, heading for what appeared to be the last Gilt Hollow stronghold, when he finally found Isa. He’d been keeping an eye out for her over the last two hours or so, hoping to catch another glimpse of her in the battle—and hoping that glimpse would be of her fighting and not of a dead body.  
 
    After two hours of not seeing her, dead or alive, he was beginning to wonder if she’d gone into hiding. She didn’t seem like the type to back down from a fight, but then again, she’d never been in a real fight. Maybe the stress proved to be too much for her, despite her best intentions. He hadn’t felt any sort of warning deep inside that his lifemate was in mortal danger, so surely, she must still be alive? 
 
    He hoped so. And then, all of a sudden, he felt a flash of sickening despair as he felt the lifemate bond within him going crazy. His whole body went hot and red, and he knew Isa was in mortal danger. She must still be in the fight, then, he thought, a split second before he saw her. The smoky haze was finally starting to clear a bit, and he could just make out her figure. 
 
    She was screaming at the top of her lungs, running toward a group of Gilt Hollow soldiers with her sword outstretched. She was so intent on the soldiers in front of her that she didn’t see the burly Gilt Hollow man jumping out at her from her left, a giant wooden stick raised above his head. He brought the stick down on the side of her skull, and she immediately lost her balance and started to fall. Leo was already running toward her, his grizzly paws flying across the cobblestones beneath him. He ran as fast as he could, but a horrible feeling filled him as he saw the man who had attacked Isa reaching down for the sword Isa had been carrying. An evil laugh sounded across the square as the man picked the sword up and raised it above his head, preparing to bring it down on Isa’s head.  
 
    I’m not going to get there in time! Leo felt a moment of panic, but that panic was quickly followed by the most overwhelming rage he’d ever felt in his life. Oh no you don’t! Not today! Not my lifemate.  Leo let out the longest, loudest roar he had ever made in his life.  
 
    The man holding the sword paused, distracted by the roar. He turned to look at Leo for a split-second before turning back toward Isa, but that split-second was all Leo needed. It gave him the extra time he needed to reach the man. As Leo approached, he leapt into the air and ran sideways into the man, with the full force of his giant grizzly form. The man yelped in surprise and went flying sideways, his sword flying through the air as well. When Leo rolled off of him, the man took off running, stumbling across the uneven, bloodstained ground in his effort to get away. Leo let him go. He could have easily chased after him and killed him, but right now Leo’s more immediate concern was making sure that Isa was okay. After quickly surveying the area and determining that there were no more Gilt Hollow fighters around, Leo quickly shifted back into human form. He ran over to Isa, tears forming in his eyes as he knelt over her. 
 
    “Isa! Isa, are you okay?”  
 
    She blinked her eyes open, squinting at him and then furrowing her brow.  
 
    “Leo? What…what happened? The last thing I remember was running to attack some Gilt Hollow men, but then everything went black. And now you’re here.” She sat up slowly and looked around. “Looks like I’m still in Central Square. But the smoke has cleared up quite a bit. And I don’t see anyone fighting.” 
 
    “Shh, take it easy. You took quite a blow to the head. Some Gilt Hollow bastard was trying to take you out with your sword when I got here, but I stopped him. He ran away now, and I don’t see anyone else here. I don’t hear any more fighting, either, come to think of it.” 
 
    Leo looked around for a few moments, listening carefully and breathing in to see whether he could catch the scent of any nearby fighters. But he couldn’t smell anything above the stench of smoke and bodies. He couldn’t hear anything, either. The world had suddenly gone strangely, eerily quiet. Isa noticed the silence, too.  
 
    “Is the battle over?” she asked.  
 
    Leo shrugged. “I don’t know, but it sure sounds that way. Do you think you can stand? We should try to move out of this open space, at least. We can retreat to the forest to regroup, and maybe find out what’s happening along the way.” 
 
    Isa nodded. “I can move. I feel pretty much normal now that I’ve sat up for a few moments.” 
 
    “Good.” Leo stood and offered her his hand to help her stand. “Then let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    He supported her with one of his arms, and used the other hand to pick up the sword lying on the ground a few feet away from them. As they walked, he kept the sword at the ready, just in case. But he didn’t see or hear anyone. The fighting might actually be over, although Leo couldn’t say for sure who had won. In the midst of the battle, he’d only been trying to survive and to keep an eye out for Isa. Everything had been too much of a blur for him to be able to tell which way the battle was turning.  
 
    The fires must have all burned out now, too. The smoke was rapidly clearing, helped along by a brisk breeze blowing in from the north. Leo felt a bit shocked as he saw how much of Gilt Hollow had burned to the ground. He knew these streets well, and had spent years on these streets as a guard for the Severson noble family, memorizing the layout of the city streets. He knew which houses stood where, and what they all looked like. But nothing about these streets looked familiar right now. The houses were all burnt shells, and even the streets themselves looked charred in places. 
 
    “Wow,” Isa said, sounding a bit breathless. The destruction must have shocked her as well. “This place looks like the apocalypse came through here with a vengeance.” 
 
    “The shifter apocalypse,” Leo said. For the first time since the battle had started earlier today, he felt himself starting to relax. The shifters must have won this battle. There was no way that Gilt Hollow had sustained this much destruction and still come out on top. His heart pounded in his chest with hope. Was this really happening? Dare he believe that he might actually be free now? That he and Isa might actually have the chance to live together openly, with no one to judge their love or the fact that he was a shifter and she was not? 
 
    Leo held tighter to Isa as they walked through the ruins of Gilt Hollow. He had waited so long for this moment that it felt surreal to think that freedom might actually be here. But the more he saw, the more he became convinced that the shifters had won this battle. The majority of Gilt Hollow looked like it had been charred to a crisp, and bodies of Gilt Hollow citizens lay all over the streets. Leo didn’t see very many shifter bodies, though. Either all the dead shifters were somewhere else in town, or the shifters had actually made it through this with low casualties.  
 
    He picked up his pace without consciously realizing it. He was feeling less worried about attacks now, and more curious about where the rest of the shifters might be. They must have all gathered somewhere, but he didn’t see any signs of life anywhere. Had everyone already gone back to Bear Hollow? But if so, how had he missed that? Surely, Otto would have sent some shifters to sweep the town and let any remaining shifters know that people were heading back. 
 
    Leo hadn’t been musing about this for long when he heard the faint sound of voices. Someone was yelling, although it sounded more like some sort of verbal argument rather than a continuation of the bloody battle that had been taking place.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” Leo asked Isa.  
 
    She nodded slowly. “It sounds like it’s coming from the direction of the palace. Should we go check it out?” 
 
    Leo nodded and the two of them turned to their left to take the road that would lead them past the Arena, past the Seversons’ house, and finally to the palace. Or to what was left of the palace, anyway. Leo was curious to see whether anything remained of the magnificent building after the explosion and fires.  
 
    The Arena had fared better than most of the buildings. Some of the outside area was covered in black soot, but the Arena itself didn’t seem to have suffered any fire damage. It was still standing, and its roof even gleamed in the sunlight that now shone through the clearing smoke. Leo turned away. He didn’t even want to look at that horrid building, where so many shifters had been forced to fight wild animals against their will, purely for the entertainment of the Gilt Hollow humans. 
 
    If this battle is over and the shifters truly have been victorious, the first thing we should do is burn that Arena to the ground. For now, though, Leo turned away from the sight of the Arena and back toward the road ahead of him. They passed the Seversons’ house, which had still been in the process of being repaired from a large fire that one of the shifter resistance fighters had caused there a few months ago. From the looks of things now, the repairs had been completely undone by today’s fire. The little bit of the Seversons’ house that remained was nothing more than a charcoal-colored shell. The gardens were all burnt as well. Where once there had been vibrant flowers and deep green trees, there were now only ashes and blackened trunks. 
 
    Isa whistled. “This is insane. There’s nothing left of Gilt Hollow.” 
 
    Leo glanced over at her, feeling a sudden pang of pity for her. Despite the fact that the Gilt Hollow humans had treated everyone so poorly, this had been Isa’s hometown. She had grown up here, and her whole life’s worth of memories were here. It must feel strange to see it all in ruins. “Does it make you sad to see this?” he asked. 
 
    Isa shrugged. “A little bit. This is everything I’ve ever known, and now it’s just gone. It feels like such senseless, needless destruction. But at the same time, the people of Gilt Hollow brought this on themselves. If they had treated the shifters well and shared the wealth of this area with them, none of this would ever have happened. I’d rather see all of this property destroyed than see the shifters continue to suffer like they have been.” 
 
    Leo squeezed her shoulder. “It’s hard to believe that you’re the daughter of the Emperor. How did you grow up here, with him as a father, and manage to care so much about the shifters?” 
 
    “I think it’s because I grew up here, with him as a father, that I care so much. Every time I saw him mistreating the shifters, it fanned the anger inside of me. I knew your people were just that—people—and that treating you like animals was wrong. I vowed that I would change things one day, but I always assumed that day would be far, far in the future, after my father was dead. I didn’t think I had the courage to stand up to my father while he was alive and ruling this city.” 
 
    “I guess you had more courage than you thought.” Leo leaned over and gave her a kiss. “And I’m thankful as hell for that. You’ve made a big difference in the battle today, but not only that, you’ve proven to everyone in Bear Hollow that you truly are different. They’re going to love having you around.” 
 
    Isa blushed. “You really think so?” 
 
    “I know so. But no one’s going to love having you around as much as me.” 
 
    “Assuming the shifters really did prevail today. I’m not going to stop worrying about that until I see my father surrendering with my own eyes.” 
 
    Leo smiled. “Well then, let’s hurry and get to the palace, so we can see that and get on with our lives.” 
 
    Leo wasn’t sure that they were going to find the Emperor at the palace, but he was sure that wherever they did finally find the Emperor, the man would be surrendering. The destruction to Gilt Hollow was far too great for Gilt Hollow to continue on as though nothing had happening.  
 
    But within a few moments, it was clear that they were going to find something important going on at the palace, even if the Emperor wasn’t actually there. The yelling grew louder, and there were even cheers. Leo chewed on his lower lip. Hopefully those cheers were coming from shifters and not from Gilt Hollow citizens.  
 
    As they rounded a sharp corner in the road and the massive palace grounds came into view, Leo’s worries were eased. The palace was still a little ways ahead of them, but he could see a large crowd of shifters, and the shifters were definitely the ones cheering. The shifters were all standing in a circle, and Leo couldn’t be sure but it looked like they were surrounding the Emperor.  
 
    “Is that your dad?” Leo asked, glancing over at Isa. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, and he doesn’t look happy. Come on. Let’s go see what’s going on.” 
 
    Before Leo could say anything else, Isa had broken away from him and was running toward the crowd.  
 
    Well, here goes. Let’s see what is to become of the great Gilt Hollow Emperor. If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll promise to leave the shifters alone from now on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Isa stopped running when she realized that everyone in the crowd had turned around to stare directly at her. The shifters looked uncertain, the Gilt Hollow citizens looked shocked, and her father looked furious.  
 
    Isa was suddenly conscious of the fact that she was still dressed in the nightgown she’d been wearing when she fled from the soon-to-be-exploding palace. It was several feet shorter now than its original floor length, and it was burnt, bloody, and torn in numerous places. She was sure her hair must also look like a bloody, sooty rat’s nest. She hadn’t been thinking about any of this when Leo rescued her. She’d been too overjoyed at the sight of him to think about what a hot mess she must look like, and now her cheeks burned red with embarrassment. What must Leo have thought of her? What must all these people think of her? Technically, she was still royalty, since her father hadn’t disowned her yet. But she looked like anything other than a princess right now. 
 
    “Isa!” her father growled at her. “I’m surprised you have the nerve to show your face again? Is it true what you did, then?” 
 
    The crowd had fallen silent, and every eye was on her. Isa straightened her back as much as she could, and looked her father in the eye. “If you’re asking whether I assisted the shifters in this battle, then the answer is yes.” 
 
    Gasps sounded off across the crowd and Isa’s mother let out a little shriek of despair. The Emperor didn’t gasp, though. He kept staring at Isa as though he wished he could destroy her with his angry gaze alone. Isa forced herself to keep looking at him. She would not allow him to intimidate her. Not this time.  
 
    “I helped them because they deserved to be helped,” she said, her voice ringing loudly out across the crowd. “Shifters are humans, just like us. For too long, we have oppressed them, with no justification. We have treated them like their lives meant less than ours just because they have a special ability we do not—to change forms. We should have been honoring their talents instead of demeaning them. And we should have been sharing our wealth with them. The Golden Claw River has plenty of gold for all of us. And the forests around here have plenty of food to sustain a population twice the size of Bear Hollow and Gilt Hollow combined, if not more. But instead of doing the right thing, we’ve acted shamefully. I could no longer stand by and be part of such a disgraceful government.” 
 
    “Well I hope you’re happy now, because you’ve destroyed Gilt Hollow completely. What you see here is all that remains of our population. The great majority of our people are dead, and at least seventy-five percent of the houses in Gilt Hollow have been burnt to the ground, including your own childhood home. I can’t believe you destroyed the palace.” 
 
    Isa looked over at the palace, which was a smoldering heap at this point. The explosion and fire had left little behind except a pile of black rubble. Little wisps of smoke still rose from the ruins, and the burnt smell permeated the air around them. Isa should have felt more emotional about the loss of her own home, but she couldn’t bring herself to be sad. Not when her actions had made a way for Leo and her to live together. And that was all she wanted. To be with Leo. To go home to their home at the end of the day. To run together in the forests during the warm summer, and to snuggle together under cozy blankets during the cold winter. All of that had seemed like such a far off dream just a few days ago. Now, that dream was becoming a reality right in front of her eyes. The shifters were free. Leo was free. And Isa was free to leave behind Gilt Hollow and spend the rest of her life with him. Who cared about a stupid palace? 
 
    “It had to be done,” she said to her father. “And I would do it all again, if it meant the shifters could finally live free from oppression.” 
 
    More gasps rang out in the crowd, this time all from the Gilt Hollow citizens. 
 
    “You’ve ruined us all!” shouted one of the palace guards.  
 
    Isa didn’t respond. What could she say to this group? They were so upset about the loss of their expensive homes, glittering jewels, and fancy food that they couldn’t even see that they hadn’t deserved any of that. Not when they had been oppressing the shifters for generations. Isa suddenly wanted to get away from here, and away from this crowd. It was clear that the shifters had won the war. There would be huge celebrations in Bear Hollow tonight, and probably for weeks to come. She wanted to be a part of those celebrations instead of standing here being judged by Gilt Hollow citizens who couldn’t see the truth even though it had smacked them right in the face.  
 
    Her father wasn’t about to let her go that easily though. He crossed his arms and glared at her. “You may think you’ve escaped destruction because you sided with the shifters, but I’m telling you right now that you’re not going to get away with this. We are being forced to leave Gilt Hollow and travel beyond the great forest to find a new home far away from here. Because of you, we have to leave behind the Golden Claw River and these forests. The shifters are giving us the choice to leave or be executed, and since none of us has an interest in being executed, we’re leaving. But the thing is, you’re going to have to come with us.” 
 
    Isa felt a momentary stab of fear. Had the shifters agreed to hand her over to her father? Surely, they wouldn’t do that. Not after how much she had helped them. Leo had assured her that the shifters would welcome her with open arms. “I’m not going with you!” she spat out at her father. Her voice might sound confident, but her hands had started to tremble with fear. She looked over at Leo, a pleading look in her eyes. His eyes were smoldering with anger. He stepped forward and took her hand. 
 
    “You heard her,” he said. “She’s not going with you. She’s going to stay in Bear Hollow with the shifters she helped to save.” 
 
    The Emperor laughed. “Be reasonable. You shifters all hate me, and she’s my daughter. You can’t possibly be interested in keeping her around. She’ll come with me, and she’ll suffer for what she’s done. Guards! Seize her!” 
 
    The few remaining guards stepped forward toward Isa. They had no swords or weapons—the shifters must have disarmed them completely—but they were quite a bit stronger than Isa, and they could have easily overwhelmed her if she didn’t have help. Luckily, she had help. 
 
    Leo stepped in front of Isa and held up the sword he still had in his hand. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Isa held her breath, waiting to see how the other shifters would react to the fact Leo was sticking up for her. This was the moment of truth: had she been truly accepted into the Bear Hollow Clan, or not? 
 
    She need not have worried. Leo had barely raised the sword before other shifters were stepping forward. Isa easily recognized Otto, who had been one of the champion Shifter Competitors here in Gilt Hollow, and who had also been the leader of the Gilt Hollow shifter resistance according to Leo. Beside him was Kellen, another former shifter competitor whom everyone had assumed was dead. Isa couldn’t hold back a little gasp when she saw him, and apparently Isa was not the only one surprised by the fact that Kellen had suddenly come back from the dead.  
 
    “Hey!” Loki Severson yelled out. “That’s Kellen! He belongs to House Severson, but he tricked us into thinking he was dead. You mongrel! You’ll pay for this, Kellen!” 
 
    “Shut up, Loki,” said Fritz Severson, Loki’s father. His voice sounded tired and defeated. “Can’t you see we’ve lost? It doesn’t matter who has tricked us or how badly. We’re all done for. They’ve won.” 
 
    Loki looked at his father with wide, bulging eyes, as though he couldn’t believe that his father had actually said that. “But we are the Seversons!” 
 
    The elder Severson only rolled his eyes at his son, and Isa had to fight not to laugh. Most of the Gilt Hollow citizens thought more highly of themselves than they should, but none were quite so out of touch as Loki. The man had spent his entire life being coddled and told that he was the best, and he clearly could not understand that his days of being treated like a god were over.  
 
    The guards who had surged forward to grab Isa stood back, uncertain of what to do next now that a wall of shifters stood between them and Isa. Isa didn’t recognize all of the shifters yet, but she was sure she would get to know them all better over the coming months and years.  
 
    The coming months and years of freedom. 
 
    Isa did recognize Axel, the man who owned the bar in Bear Hollow. He looked like he had suffered quite a few sword blows during the fight, but he was standing tall nonetheless. He had positioned himself right next to Leo, and had a sword stretched out as well. Isa had never felt so protected in her life, even though she’d spent most of her life being protected by the best soldiers and guards that Gilt Hollow had to offer. These shifters were not going to let anyone lay a hand on her.  
 
    “Isa is part of our Bear Hollow Clan now,” Leo said in a loud voice. “We will protect her with our lives, just like we would protect any of our other clan members. Since you are all on the losing side and have no weapons and few men left, I would advise against foolishly wasting your precious resources on trying to get her back. You will lose that fight, and you will lose men in the process as well.” 
 
    Isa felt her heart swelling with pride and gratitude as she watched Leo sticking up for her. She stood taller and looked her father in the eye. “He’s right, father. I’m part of the shifter clan now. Leo is the man I love, and I’ve dedicated my life to him and his clan. I won’t be going with you.” 
 
    Isa’s mother stifled another anguished shriek, but Isa’s father only glared back at her. “Very well. You’re dead to me, then. Don’t try to come running back after these shifters show their true colors and mistreat you.” 
 
    Isa couldn’t help but laugh. Her father had the nerve to talk about the possibility of her being mistreated, when he had spent his entire life mistreating the shifters horribly. Her laughter only made her father angrier, and he turned on his heel.  
 
    “Very well. I can see these shifters are going to continue to be completely unreasonable. Everyone from Gilt Hollow who still has food or horses that survived the fire, go home and get them and meet back here within the hour. We will set out right away to cross the forest. It’s a long journey, and we want to make it quickly, before the truly cold weather sets in. We also want to get going before any of these barbaric shifters change their mind and decide to kill us instead of letting us go like they promised.” 
 
    Isa saw Otto roll his eyes at Leo, but neither one of them said anything. Isa was still fairly new to the world of shifters, but she knew enough to know that shifters didn’t break their promises. They kept their word no matter what, and if the shifters had agreed to let the Gilt Hollow citizens go without any more bloodshed, then that’s what they would do.  
 
    The group from Gilt Hollow began to disperse. Isa’s father and mother left, her father glaring at her and her mother crying hysterically, and Isa had a feeling that was the last time she would ever see them. She knew that if her mother apologized and swore loyalty to the shifters that the shifters would let her stay in Bear Hollow, since she was Isa’s family. But Isa didn’t bother asking her mother. She knew her mother didn’t have the courage to go against her father, and her father would threaten her mother horribly if she tried to stay.  
 
    And so, Isa watched sadly as they disappeared from view. They had been her family, but she had a new family now. And the most important member of that family was standing right in front of her. He turned now, and gave her a smile. Her Leo. Her bear. 
 
    “Looks like you’re stuck with me now,” he said with a grin.  
 
    “Well, then. I’ve never been happier to be stuck.” She ran to him, jumping into his arms and wrapping her own arms around his neck. He kissed her deeply on the lips, and all around them cheers, whistles, and hollers rose from the crowd that had gathered.  
 
    The shifters were free, and so was Isa. She hadn’t even realized she needed freedom, but now that she had it, the feeling was intoxicating. The best was yet to come.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Bear Hollow Brews was packed wall to wall. Leo didn’t think he’d ever seen the place this full before. Even many of the older shifters, who rarely came out of their houses, had made the trip out to the bar tonight. Gilt Hollow had fallen, and there wasn’t a single shifter who didn’t want to celebrate. Many of the shifters, especially the older ones, hadn’t thought this day would ever come, especially not in their lifetime. Leo himself could hardly believe it, but he couldn’t deny that the moment was real. Not when Isa’s arm was around his waist. Isadora Eastmore, the Emperor’s daughter, had given up all the wealth and glory of Gilt Hollow to join the shifters. She had not complained once about everything she’d just lost. In fact, she’d seemed positively giddy when she crossed over the threshold of Leo’s house in Bear Hollow and said, “This is home now.” 
 
    Otto was standing on top of the bar right now, recounting for the entire crowd what had happened today. He held a giant mug of beer, and beer sloshed out every time he gestured wildly with his arms. Some of the shifters below him ended up with beer in their hair, but no one seemed to mind. How could anyone be upset about anything right now? The shifters were actually free! 
 
    Otto had already told the story of how Isa planted the bomb in the palace while Leo ran to the Arena and freed the shifters who were caged up there. After that, Otto had run back to Bear Hollow and quickly gathered up every shifter who knew how to fight. They had stormed the city, taking everyone in Gilt Hollow by surprise. It had still been early in the morning, and many people were still asleep. Those that were awake were too startled and preoccupied with the news of the explosion at the Emperor’s palace to be paying much attention to anything else. 
 
    Otto explained how the shifters had set fires all over town. The flames had rapidly grown and merged, turning the entire city into one giant bonfire. It had taken a while for the people of Gilt Hollow to get organized enough to begin to fight, and even then, there weren’t many properly trained guards in the city. The fighting had been bloody, yes, but most of the blood had been on the part of the Gilt Hollow citizens. There had been very few shifter casualties.  
 
    As it became clear that the shifters were going to be the victors in this battle, the Gilt Hollow humans started to retreat toward the palace in hopes that the Emperor would somehow have the magical solution to saving them all. But the Emperor had been so distraught over the destruction of the palace that he had barely noticed that the rest of the city was burning.  
 
    Not that it would have mattered much. Gilt Hollow was in chaos, and hardly anyone remained who knew how to fight. More than half the city was in flames, and all of the women and children—along with some of the men—were in absolute hysterics. The Emperor had no choice but to surrender.  
 
    Even in defeat, the Emperor had been obstinate. He had yelled at the shifters as though they were his slaves, even though his life was in their hands at that point. That yelling had been what Leo and Isa had heard as they walked toward the palace. Otto had refused to lose his own temper, though, and had calmly laid out his terms for the Emperor. All the shifters really wanted was for everyone from Gilt Hollow to leave and never come back. Otto told them that they were welcome to take whatever possessions they wanted, and he promised not to kill any more of them as long as they didn’t try to hurt any of the shifters. But even with those generous terms, the Emperor had a hard time admitting defeat.  
 
    When Isa showed up, the Emperor had made a last ditch effort to assert his power by trying to force her to come with him. But that attempt had fallen flat when the shifters had stood up for Isa, their new hero.  
 
    When Otto mentioned Isa, the crowd in the bar cheered even louder than they already had been. Before Leo knew what was happening, they had pulled Isa away from him and put her up on their shoulders. 
 
    “Isa! Isa! Isa!” they cheered. Leo could see her face turning pink. He knew she didn’t like to be the center of attention, but she’d been having a hard time avoiding the limelight today. By now, every last shifter in Bear Hollow knew that she had been responsible for the palace explosion, which had been the major reason that today’s battle had been so successful. Leo’s face hurt from smiling. He was exhausted, as were all of the shifters, but he wouldn’t have missed this party for the world. His people were free, and his girl was a hero. What more could he have asked for, really? 
 
    The drinking, cheering, and general revelry went on late into the night. By the time Leo stumbled home with Isa, he barely had the energy to walk. Isa was struggling to stay on her feet, too—no surprise when you considered how long it had been since she’d slept, and how much she’d drunk. But it didn’t matter how tired they were. The important thing was that tonight, they would sleep together in the same bed. And not only tonight, but every night after tonight as well. When they finally made it home and sank into the pine straw mattress next to each other, Leo would have loved nothing more than to make love to her right then. But that would have to wait until morning. He could hardly summon up the energy for a goodnight kiss.  
 
    No matter, though. He would have tomorrow morning, and tomorrow night, and every morning and night after that to show Isa just how much she meant to him. He turned to look at her one last time before closing his eyes. Her perfect skin was glowing in the silvery moonlight, and she was watching him with eyes that seemed to twinkle. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “For what?” 
 
    “For saving my life today, back in Central Square. Everything got so chaotic that I don’t think I ever properly thanked you.” 
 
    He grinned back at her. “You’re welcome, but I should be the one thanking you. I may have saved your life, but you saved all of us first. Bear Hollow is forever in your debt.” 
 
    Isa’s smile widened. “Well, your people saved me from my father at the end there. I think we can call it even.” 
 
    Leo laughed. “Alright. We’ll call it even. And now comes the part where we all live happily ever after.” 
 
    Isa sighed. “Happily ever after. I never thought I’d be able to say those words about myself. But here we are. Living out a fairytale.” 
 
    “Here we are,” Leo agreed. And then he closed his eyes and let sleep take over him. He had never slept so well in his life, with the warmth of Isa beside him and his fingers intertwined with hers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Isa blinked her eyes open to the bright sunlight streaming in through the window. It took her a moment to remember where she was, but only a moment. And when she remembered, a huge smile spread across her face.  
 
    Bear Hollow. Her new home. Her new home with Leo. 
 
    She looked over to smile at Leo, but was surprised to see that he was gone. She sat up, frowning. Where had he gone? She was sure he must have had something important to take care of, but still. It wasn’t nice of him to abandon her like that on their first morning together.  
 
    Although, Isa wasn’t sure if it even was still morning. The sun outside the window looked awfully high in the sky. Had she slept until noon? It wouldn’t be that surprising, considering how late she stayed up last night and the kind of day she’d had yesterday.  
 
    Isa frowned and decided she’d rather not think much about yesterday anymore. The victory had been glorious, but the day itself had been a bit of a nightmare. And she’d rather not think about her father and how he’d reacted to her choice to stay with the shifters. His anger didn’t matter anymore. Not when her new life had officially started here in Bear Hollow.  
 
    Isa grinned and swung her feet off the bed. She would go find Leo and give him a good scolding for leaving her alone. A good scolding that ended with her bossing him around a bit in bed. 
 
    But before she even stood, she heard the sound of the front door creaking open. He was back, and his footsteps were already heading toward the room. She looked over at the bedroom door as he slowly creaked it open and peeked in with just his face visible. When he saw her sitting up, he smiled and pushed the door open wider. 
 
    “You’re awake! I didn’t want to disturb you if you were still sleeping.” 
 
    All of Isa’s plans to scold him went out the window at the sight of him. She couldn’t think about anything except how handsome his tanned face looked right now. The tiredness was gone from his deep blue eyes, and the hint of stubble on his chiseled jawbones made him look extra-sexy.  
 
    “I…uh…hi.” 
 
    Real smooth, Isa. You sound like a blubbering idiot.  
 
    But his smile only widened. “Hi yourself. Sorry to run off on you while you were asleep, but I brought you something.” He pushed the door to the room open wider, revealing his left hand which held a huge bunch of wildflowers. 
 
    “Wow. Are those for me? Where did you even find flowers this late in the season?” 
 
    He winked at her. “I may have been living in Gilt Hollow for the last two decades, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know a thing or two about where all the good spots are in Bear Hollow. I spent my childhood here, after all. I know where to find all the late-blooming wildflowers, and I wanted to bring you something to welcome you to your first full day in Bear Hollow.” 
 
    He walked into the room and set the flowers down on a small table on the side of the room, then came to sit on the mattress by Isa.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked, his eyes searching hers, looking for any signs of pain or discomfort. 
 
    “I’m great. I can’t believe how long I slept, but other than that I’m great. And the flowers are beautiful. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He leaned down to kiss her softly on the mouth. “How are you feeling about the fact that you live in Bear Hollow now, and that all your family is gone?” 
 
    Isa could hear the worry in his voice. He was wondering whether she was regretting her decision to stay behind while everyone from Gilt Hollow moved on, but nothing could be further from the truth. She gave him a wide smile and reached to squeeze his hand. “You are my family now. The Bear Hollow shifters are my family now. Yes, it’s sad that everyone I knew from Gilt Hollow is gone. But if they couldn’t see that shifters were worth treating well, then I didn’t need them in my life anyway. I have no regrets, truly. I’m excited for this new life.” 
 
    “Even though you won’t have as much stuff?” 
 
    Isa smiled and shrugged. “There’s still plenty of gold in Golden Claw River. Your people can pan for gold easily now that there’s no one around from Gilt Hollow to stop them. And I can show you how to sell that gold to the cities beyond the forest to make money. The shifters can be as rich as they want now, but I have a feeling that being crazy rich like the people of Gilt Hollow isn’t exactly their style anyway.” 
 
    “No,” Leo said with a shake of his head. “We didn’t want the crazy excess wealth that Gilt Hollow had. We just wanted to live comfortably and not always be worried about starving to death.” 
 
    “Well, that’s all I really want, too. I’ve lived my whole life with all this extra stuff, and it’s never made me happy. I just want to have good food and good company. And being here in Bear Hollow gives me that.” 
 
    Leo raised an eyebrow at her. “And who is this ‘good company’ you speak of?” 
 
    She grinned. “I think you know.” 
 
    He grinned back and then leaned in to kiss her—a deep, firm kiss this time. She sighed happily as he put her arms around her and drew her closer, slipping his tongue past her lips to dance with her tongue. Isa could hardly believe that this was her life now. She could sit here kissing Leo and making love to him, and there was no one to stop them. They were free now, both of them. He was free from the oppressive Gilt Hollow regime, and she was free from having to act like a proper princess. She was just Isa now, not Princess Isadora, and that realization was intoxicating. She wrapped her arms tighter around Leo, drinking in the freedom. 
 
    He pushed her backward onto the bed, never taking his lips away from hers. He let out a low growl as he pressed his body against hers, and she moaned as she felt his erection pressing against her through their clothes. He was huge and rock hard, and it was all for her. She felt a thrill go through her body at that realization. This bear of a man, strong and perfect, wanted her. And he wanted her for her. All her life, Isa had been chased after by men who were only interested in her because she had the title of “Princess.” But now that her title was gone, she finally had a man who loved her truly. A man who desired her not because she was nobility, but because she was Isa. 
 
    And that man clearly could not get enough of her. He was reaching for her shirt now, pulling it over her head. Isa was wearing a mismatched set of pajamas that some of the other women in town had given her. The clothing was slightly too big, but it would make do until Isa could replace all the clothes she’d lost in the destruction of the palace. She hadn’t liked all her Gilt Hollow clothes, anyway. Bear Hollow’s simple style was much more her thing. Right now, though, Leo clearly didn’t want any clothes on her. After pulling off her shirt, he quickly moved on to tearing off her pants.  
 
    “I want to see you. All of you,” he growled. In less than a minute, Isa was completely naked, but she wasn’t about to let him get away with stripping her down when he was still wearing clothes.  
 
    “Off with your clothes too. It’s only fair.” She tore at his clothing, pulling it off to reveal his perfect, muscular body underneath. His clothes smelled like the freshness of the forest, as did his hair and skin. She breathed in deeply, relishing the smell, and memorizing it. He was hers, for the rest of time. She trembled with joy as his bare skin touched her bare skin. She could never have hoped for more from life than this moment she was living right now. 
 
    “You’re perfect,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “No, you,” he growled back. His breath was warm in her ear, tickling her and sending a fresh thrill up and down her spine. His strong hands held her back as he pulled her slightly higher on the bed, positioning her so that her breasts were right in front of his mouth. His teeth closed greedily over her hard nipples, and she gasped as a flood of tingling, electric sensations filled her body, radiating out from where his teeth were touching her. Her core began to burn with a familiar heat as the primal desire for Leo filled her. She wanted him inside of her. She wanted their arms and legs and entire bodies intertwined. She trembled with anticipation, and between her legs she could feel herself growing wetter and wetter.  
 
    He moved his lips down to kiss her stomach, drawing a little circle around her bellybutton with his tongue. She sucked in her breath as the sensation sent a fresh wave of heat through her. He didn’t linger long there, though. He moved down to put his face between her legs, burying his mouth into her dripping wet entrance and plunging his tongue deep into her. She shrieked and writhed beneath him as a flood of sensations filled her. His tongue teased the sensitive spots within her that he already knew so well, bringing the heat within her to a nearly unbearable level. The stubble on his face rubbed against her, and all she could think was My man is between my legs. He can’t get enough of me.  
 
    Isa couldn’t get enough of him, either. She wanted the moment to go on forever, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t hold back the pressure that had built to a breaking point. With a long, loud shriek of his name, she gave in to her release. Tremors of perfect electric passion rocked across her entire being, and all she could do to keep her bearings was to cling to Leo as he continued to dig his tongue deep into her. Spasms rocked across her body, and Isa whimpered with delight. She was a prisoner to the ecstasy running through her, and Leo showed no mercy. He continued to draw out the tremors and heat with his tongue, pressing it deep into her until he was sure that her energy had been completely spent. Only when the spasms had completely subsided did he finally pull away.  
 
    He raised his head and smiled at her, his expression almost a smirk.  
 
    “Looks like your bear knows how to keep you satisfied.” 
 
    Isa could only moan in response. She would have loved to pull herself on top of him right then and there, and show him that two could play that game. She knew how to satisfy him, too. But her body was still coming down from the incredible high Leo had just taken it to, and the only movement she seemed to be capable of was trembling from the aftershocks.  
 
    This seemed to please Leo, though, and he let out another low growl. “I’m not finished with you yet, my little princess.” 
 
    Isa had always hated being called a princess, but the word was somehow different when Leo said it. It held a certain love and respect that she had never heard in anyone else’s voice before, and she smiled at the sound of the word on his lips. If a man as wonderful as Leo wanted her to be his princess, then that’s what she would be. 
 
    Leo hadn’t been kidding when he said he wasn’t done with her. He pushed her down firmly and pulled himself up over her, his eyes filled with hunger. “Are you ready for more?” he asked in a low, husky voice.  
 
    Isa only whimpered in response. She wanted more of him, but she was still too overcome from her last release to be able to form any coherent sentences. That wasn’t slowing Leo down, though. He knew she wanted him, even when she couldn’t say the words out loud. Oh, how she wanted him. He was her everything, and she still had to pinch herself to believe that she got to spend the rest of her life with him, free to be themselves and to live and love as they saw fit.  
 
    Leo’s thick, stiff erection was poking at her now, teasing her sensitive entrance, which was still growing wetter with every passing moment. Her desire for him knew no bounds, and she knew she was about to have that desire fulfilled yet again, in an even more satisfying way than before. She felt the sweet, hot pressure of passion beginning to build in her core once more, and she closed her eyes to happily drink in the moment as Leo pushed his rock-hard dick deep into her. Once again, she felt him pushing against her inner walls. He moved in her, thrusting his hips back and forth and hitting every sensitive spot inside of her. He was all at once gentle and firm with her, asserting his power while expressing his love. Isa had never felt so protected and cared for. She shivered with pleasure at each thrust, and soon found herself reaching the point of climax again. 
 
    “Leo!” she cried out. His name was the only word that she could speak. It was the only word that resounded in her head as she felt her release begin to wash over her again. Her body trembled and hot spasms of passion radiated outward from her core. Her inner muscles clenched around Leo over and over again as they squeezed around his erection inside of her. No one and no thing had ever made her feel this way. She gave in completely and let the moment take her. 
 
    Leo followed right behind her, roaring and pulsing into her as he found his own release. He held her tightly and thrust himself as deep into her as he could. Isa clung to him, and they rode the waves of ecstasy together. She had never felt so connected to anyone. Mind, body, and soul, they were completely one person in that moment. 
 
    Several minutes later, when her breathing had finally returned to normal, he pulled out of her and lay on the bed, smiling over at her. His smile lit up his whole face, and Isa thought that even the sunshine streaming in through the windows had nothing on the brightness of his expression. Both of them were silent for a few moments, just looking at each other with the love and admiration that came from knowing that someone else made up your entire world. 
 
    “That was a nice welcome to Bear Hollow,” Isa teased, finally breaking the silence. “If you ever want to remind me of how welcome I am, please go right ahead.” 
 
    Leo laughed, but then his face turned serious. 
 
    “So this is what freedom feels like,” he said, leaning over to kiss the tip of her nose. “It was worth it all.” 
 
    “Yes,” Isa agreed softly. “Definitely worth it all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    * * * Epilogue – Two Years Later * * * 
 
      
 
    Isadora cradled her newborn baby girl in her arms as she watched the cubs who were slightly older running around in the meadow. There were several toddlers that belonged to Isa’s closest friends—Oskar and Zora’s little boy, who was almost two, and Otto and Kate’s boy who was just a month younger than that. Then there were Kellen and Vivienne’s identical twin girls, both of whom had just turned a year old but were already walking like pros. Isa supposed they were motivated with trying to keep up with the boys. And then there was Axel and Whisper’s six month old boy, who was struggling to crawl through the grassy meadow, determined that he was going to follow everyone around, despite the fact that he couldn’t walk yet.  
 
    Isa sighed happily. Her heart was truly full. Today was perfect. The sun was shining, and the air was full of the warmth of an Indian summer. She knew the weather would be turning soon, and that the long, cold winter would come on with a vengeance. But even knowing that could not ruin her good mood. The Bear Hollow shifters all had plenty of food stored up for the winter, and plenty of firewood to keep them warm. They would cozy up in their warm houses and embrace the winter as a time to be closer to each other, just as they had for the last two winters.  
 
    Life for the Bear Hollow shifters was good. They had plenty of money now, thanks to the gold they had found in the Golden Claw River. Every few months, a group of men from Bear Hollow would travel across the forest to the nearest big city, where Isa had told them they would be able to trade that gold for all sorts of clothes, food, and other goods. This newfound wealth had made life in Bear Hollow much easier, but it hadn’t changed the hearts of the people. Everyone here still acted with kindness and respect toward all their fellow clan members, and everyone placed the highest value on friends and family, not on things. Isa had never known happiness like this.  
 
    Gilt Hollow remained a ghost town. Even though the few houses that remained standing there were luxurious and huge, no one wanted to live there. The shifters preferred to stay in Bear Hollow, improving on the land and houses that had always been their hometown. The only change that the shifters made to Gilt Hollow was to tear down the Arena completely. No one wanted to allow that symbol of oppression to stand. Never again would the shifters be subjected to such inhumane treatment.  
 
    Isa sometimes wondered what had become of her father and the small group of Gilt Hollow citizens who had escaped from Gilt Hollow alive. The men who traveled to the big city on the other side of the forest weren’t able to get much news about the Gilt Hollow refugees. The group had passed through the city about three weeks after the final battle in Gilt Hollow, but they had kept moving on and hadn’t been seen or heard from since. Isa hoped that meant they had gone far, far away, never to return. 
 
    As the days, months, and now years had passed, she’d thought of her former life less and less often. How could she dwell on the past, when the present and the future were so magical? Days like today, where her closest friends and their families were enjoying time together, left her little time to dwell on what used to be.  
 
    “Want a cupcake?” Leo asked, plopping down next to her and holding out a delicious looking pink-frosted confection. “Zora baked them, so you know they’re good.” 
 
    Isa smiled and took the offered cupcake. “I’d love one.” Zora was the only other former Gilt Hollow citizen in Bear Hollow. Zora had been a Severson but had disowned her family and moved to Bear Hollow as Oskar’s lifemate. Isa had been inspired by Zora’s courage, and was glad that she had the chance now to be good friends with Zora. Isa was also glad she had the chance to taste Zora’s baking frequently. Zora had always loved baking, and now, she devoted her talents to frequently supplying all of Bear Hollow with delicious treats.  
 
    “Mmm, this is so tasty,” Isa murmured as she took a bite. Leo reached over and took their daughter from her arms so she could maneuver the cupcake a bit easier.  
 
    “Not as tasty as you,” he said with a wink.  
 
    “You’re so cheesy.” Isa rolled her eyes at him, but blushed with pleasure. Looking at Leo still made her heart beat faster, even all this time later. And looking at him with their daughter cradled so lovingly in his arms drove her absolutely crazy. What had she ever done to deserve a man like this? She leaned over and gave him a frosting-covered kiss.  
 
    He grinned at her and then looked back over at their gathered friends. “This isn’t a bad life, eh?” 
 
    Isa leaned her head against his shoulder and sighed happily. “Not a bad life at all.” 
 
    And the good times were only getting started.  
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